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Y

ou are probably aware by now
that in early January the Center
for Inquiry merged with the
Council for Secular Humanism
(Council) and the Committee for
Skeptical Inquiry (CSI), with the merged
organization bearing the name “Center
for Inquiry” (CFI). The merger had a
very significant practical effect on the
efficient operation of these three organizations; in terms of the nature of the
work and the programming of these
three organizations, however, the
merger is expected to have little if any
effect. That said, for a few individuals,
the merger has been a point of controversy. Permit me to elaborate.
Since they were first formed, CSI,
the Council, and CFI had been independent corporations, with all the obligations and liabilities of independent
corporations. This meant, for example,
that each corporation had to have a
comprehensive set of insurance policies. Each corporation had to submit
separate filings to do business in all the
various states where it had operations,
and, likewise, each corporation had to
submit separate filings for all the various states in which it had to register to
solicit funds. Moreover, separate sets of
books had to be maintained for each
corporation.
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These corporate formalities needed
to be maintained despite the fact that
for over a decade now, the same individuals served as directors for each of
the three corporations and the corporations had the same officers. For example, until January, I was the president
and CEO of CSI and CFI and the Council.
In other words, the management of the
corporations was integrated, but the
legal structure of the corporations did
not reflect this integration. It would be
difficult to imagine a more inefficient
arrangement. In terms of hard dollars
(that is, not counting staff time), maintaining this unjustifiably cumbersome
structure was costing the three corporations tens of thousands of dollars a
year.
The merger does away with this
inefficiency and duplication of costs. At
the same time, as indicated, the work
of the Council and CSI (now designated
as “programs” of CFI) will continue.
Some evidence of this, of course, is
the fact that you are reading an issue
of Free Inquiry. Yes, Free Inquiry, the
Skeptical Inquirer, and the other publications and projects associated with
the Council or CSI will continue, the
only difference being that we will now
have some more funds to dedicate to
the work of the Council and CSI.

At this stage, one might ask this
question: “So, why wasn’t the merger
done sooner?” Good question.
To begin, as is well known, sometimes one needs to spend money first
to save money later. Replacing an inefficient furnace with one that will be less
wasteful is a good idea and will save
money in the long run, but there will be
considerable up-front costs. Similarly
with the merger: we recognized that
although it would ultimately result in
cost savings, the merger process itself
would not be inexpensive. Moreover,
apart from direct costs (principally
legal fees), there would be burdens
placed on our staff, who would need to
restructure our banking arrangements,
our contractual relationships with vendors, and so forth. Given our tight budgets and lean staff, we needed to time
the merger so it would not affect our
programming.
But there was an additional reason
as well. There was unease among some
skeptics, and also among some humanists, that the merger would—somehow,
some way—adversely affect their work.
Investigatory work by skeptics would
be sacrificed for the sake of humanist
projects, or, on the other hand, critiques
of religion would need to be de-emphasized to placate some skeptics. In
other words, there was some internal
resistance, but these reservations were
gradually overcome. One factor in overcoming this resistance was the realization that religious fundamentalism
and opposition to sound science pose
similar dangers; indeed, one often finds
religious fundamentalists allied with
those who are dismissive of science. To
meet the twin challenges of scientific
illiteracy and religious dogmatism, we
determined that we needed a truly unified organization.

N

onetheless, after the announcement
of our merger, there were some critics who thought that housing skeptics
and humanists under one corporate
roof would be bad for skepticism, bad
for humanism, or bad for both. A few
critics took special exception to the
wording of our merger announcement,

which indicated that, at a deep level,
we believe there are principles and
commitments that unify the work of
skeptics and humanists. One skeptic
tweeted, “I can’t support such a muddled, conflated mission. . . . Advocating for skepticism is something COMPLETELY different than advocating for
secularism.”
Completely different? I beg to differ.
To the contrary, there is a very close,
crucial connection between the work
of skeptics and humanists, and a secular society is essential for ensuring
sound science.
To begin, let’s ask some basic questions: What is it that skeptics do? Well,
as the mission statement of CSI indicates, one of the important things that
skeptics do is use science, reason, and
critical inquiry to examine controversial and extraordinary claims. What
is it that humanists do? One of the
important things that humanists do
is use reason, critical thinking, and,
where applicable, scientific inquiry to
examine religious and ethical claims.
In other words, humanists and skeptics
are united by their insistence on the use
of critical thinking, evidence-based reasoning, and the scientific method. They
also insist on freedom of inquiry. There
should be no restrictions on inquiry; no
claim is immune from critical examination. Their objects of inquiry tend to
be different—you will not find many
critiques of the Bible in the pages of
Skeptical Inquirer, nor will you find
many critiques of homeopathy or acupuncture in the pages of Free Inquiry—
but their methodological commitments
are virtually identical.
Consistent with these methodological commitments, skeptics and humanists are also unified by their rejection of
dogma. Skeptics and humanists question everything (which is one reason
“Center for Inquiry” is an apt name for
our organization). Moreover, the scientific method is inherently antidogmatic.
Scientific claims are always open to
refutation.
It’s when we turn to the importance
of science that we sometimes see tensions between skeptics and humanists

erupt. In particular, some skeptics view
humanism as unscientific. Humanism
deals with religion and ethics and,
allegedly, science doesn’t provide much
assistance in these areas. Some skeptics
further maintain that because it lacks
an adequate scientific base, humanism
is an “ideology.”
The scope of science is itself a topic
of vigorous debate. I don’t want to
wade too deeply into those turbulent
waters. I’ll limit myself to saying that
it is true that religion and ethics are, in
general, not as susceptible to scientific
examination as, for example, the efficacy of a certain drug. The latter lends

“. . . The management of the
corporations was integrated,
but the legal structure of the
corporations did not reflect this
integration. It would be difficult
to imagine a more inefficient
arrangement.”

itself to a controlled study that has no
counterpart in most scholarly work on
religion and ethics. But that certainly
does not imply that ethical and religious questions are not subject to rational examination. Evidence and logic
do bear on ethical and religious questions. In addition, science does bear
on religion and ethics, at least to the
extent that religious claims or ethical
claims that are inconsistent with warranted scientific conclusions should be
rejected. Therefore, it is misleading to
characterize humanism as unscientific
because it examines ethics and religion.
Furthermore, it represents a mischaracterization of humanism to assert
that it is an ideology. An ideology, in
the common understanding of that
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term, is a set of doctrines associated
with some overarching theory, typically relating to political and economic
structures. Humanism has no doctrines.
There are no sacred texts or authority
figures in humanism. We don’t consult the writings of Richard Dawkins
or Paul Kurtz to find the answers to
particular questions in the same way
that the writings of Marx, Hitler, Mao,
Rand, and other ideologues have been
consulted by their followers. There is
no “Little Red Book” that humanists
wave about while chanting slogans.
Nothing any humanist says anywhere
at any time has any authority beyond
the force of reason contained in his or
her statement.
Sure, one can find collections of
affirmations or principles of humanism. Indeed, a set of such affirmations
is found in most issues of Free Inquiry.
But these affirmations represent a consensus of views that humanists have
arrived at after application of the tools
of critical thinking. They’re not a set of
doctrines that humanists must accept
on pain of being expelled from the

humanist “party.”
From the foregoing description of
secularism,
one can see that secularism
Finally, the claim that advocating for
is
not
only
compatible
with science, but
science-based skepticism is completely
it
is
required
if
we
are
to
have scientists
different from advocating for secularcarry
out
their
work
and
make policy
ism exhibits a misunderstanding of the
recommendations
that
are
not influscientific enterprise or secularism or
enced
by
religious
doctrine.
Scientists
both.
can
be
religious;
that’s
not
an issue.
Unfortunately, many people do
However,
if
they
are
to
carry
out
sound
have a misunderstanding of secularscientific
research
and
to
make
approism. Often it is confused with athepriate policy recommendations based
ism, but atheism and secularism are
on their research, they cannot allow
not the same thing, as confirmed by
their private religious beliefs to influthe fact that there are millions of relience their scientific conclusions and
gious people who embrace secularism.
recommendations. Theology and sciSecularism does not assert any claims
ence don’t mix.
about deities; rather, it is a political/
Sound science and secularism are
ethical theory that holds that church
firm
allies. We at CFI will continue to
and state should be kept separate and
advocate
vigorously on behalf of both.
religious doctrines should not influOur mission is clear, and with our new,
ence public policy. Further (as I argue
efficient structure, we are confident we
in my recent book, The Necessity of
will be more effective in fulfilling our
Secularism), to have a truly secular
mission.
society, discussions and debates about
public policy should be carried
out entirely in secular terms,
Ronald A. Lindsay is president and CEO of the Center for
Inquiry. He is the author of The Necessity of Secularism: Why
that is, without appeal to reliGod Can’t Tell Us What to Do (Pitchstone Publishing, 2014).
gious doctrines as justification
for a policy position.
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OP-ED

Tom Flynn

The CFI Merger in Context

A

s you’ve probably noticed, something has changed at Free Inquiry.
Its thirty-five-year-old publisher,
the Council for Secular Humanism, is
no longer a freestanding nonprofit corporation. It has merged into the Center
for Inquiry Inc. and is now a program
of CFI.
As I hope you’ll also notice, in
other ways nothing has changed. The
Council’s mission has not altered. Nor
will you notice major changes in the
content—or on the masthead—of
Free Inquiry. It is being produced to
the same standard—and by the same
people—as before. (I will leave it to
you, dear reader, to decide whether
or not it is fortunate that I will be
editing the magazine as before.)
Where there were three corporations
(CFI, the Council, and the Committee
for Skeptical Inquiry [CSI], publisher
of Skeptical Inquirer magazine), there
is now one corporation (the Center)
with two major programs (CSI and
the Council). The merger will simplify
administrative operations and reduce
costs as CFI President and CEO Ronald
A. Lindsay describes in his editorial in
this issue, but the Council’s voice in the
public arena (including this magazine)
will endure as always.
At a time like this, it is worth looking back. Philosopher Paul Kurtz and a
handful of others founded the Council
(then the Council for Democratic
and Secular Humanism, or CODESH)
in 1980. Its founding document, “A
Secular Humanist Declaration,” won
front-page coverage in the New York
Times even as it headlined FI’s inaugural
issue. CODESH (after 1996, the Council

for Secular Humanism) achieved significant successes. In the eighties and
nineties, it was a major leader in the
world humanist movement. FI, of
course, emerged as American nontheism’s journal of record. May 1993 saw
completion of the restoration of the
Robert Green Ingersoll birthplace in
Dresden, New York, which has operated ever since as North America’s only
freethought museum. In August 1996,
the Council launched the secular student movement when it formed the
Campus Freethought Alliance (CFA),
which eventually became Center for
Inquiry–On Campus. (The other major
secular student organization, the
Secular Student Alliance, began when
a group of CFA organizers broke away
circa 2000; it is now an independent
organization.) In 2006, Free Inquiry
was the first national publication in
the United States to republish some
of the Danish “Muhammad” cartoons,
sparking censorship disputes when
bookstores in the United States and
Canada briefly stripped the magazine
from their shelves. Nearing a (we hope)
successful conclusion is the Council’s
eight-year-old lawsuit challenging contracts between the State of Florida
and two overtly faith-based social-service agencies, a case that so alarmed
conservatives in that state that they
undertook three unsuccessful efforts to
amend Florida’s constitution to make
our case go away—the last of them a
general-election ballot initiative that
failed in November 2012.
When and how did the Center for
Inquiry enter the picture? There are
several answers. When I came to work

for the Council in 1989, Paul Kurtz
wasn’t quite sure what CFI was going
to be. At first the name was attached to
the small media-production operation
that I helmed. In 1991, Free Inquiry and
Skeptical Inquirer moved out of the City
of Buffalo and into their first quarters
at our current location in Amherst, New
York. Our “starter” building there was

“The Council’s mission has not
altered. Nor will you
notice major changes in the
content—or on the masthead—
of Free Inquiry.”

dubbed the “Center for Inquiry.” You
can still see a bronze plaque bearing
CFI’s original logo beside the rearmost
entrance to our current headquarters
campus. When Voice of Inquiry, a thirteen-week radio public affairs program,
aired on hundreds of public radio stations in the United States and Australia
in 1992, the credited producer was an
otherwise murky entity called “Center
for Inquiry.”
The notion developed that CFI
would serve as a companion organization to CODESH and (as CSI was then
known) CSICOP, performing centrally
many of the administrative operations
that the two publishing organizations
had conducted independently up until

secularhumanism.org

(Continued on page 38)

April/May 2015

Free Inquiry

7

Russell Blackford

OP-ED

An Odor of Sanctimony:
Responses to the Charlie Hebdo Murders

O

n January 7, 2015, two masked
Islamist gunmen launched a paramilitary attack on the Paris offices
of Charlie Hebdo, a satirical weekly
newspaper. They killed twelve people, among them the paper’s editor,
Stéphane Charbonnier (also known
as “Charb”), while leaving others
wounded. The dead included two
police officers as well as ten Charlie
Hebdo staff. Four of the victims, including Charbonnier, were much-loved
though often taboo-busting and controversial cartoonists.

“As with the Salman Rushdie
affair in 1989, when the Ayatollah
Khomeini issued his notorious
fatwa calling for a distinguished
novelist’s death, we soon
witnessed many mainstream
Western commentators turning
against the victims.”

The gunmen, Saïd and Chérif
Kouachi, were killed in a shoot-out with
police two days later. In a related episode, another gunman, identified as
Amedy Coulibaly, took hostages in a
kosher grocery store in Paris. Four hostages were killed before the siege was
ended by police but so, for better or
worse, was the gunman. Coulibaly was

8
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likely responsible for the earlier killings
of a Parisian policewoman and a suburban jogger. By the time this article is
published, more details will be known—
but I fear more such attacks will have
occurred.
Even as I’ve drafted these paragraphs,
the Hamburger Morgenpost, a German
regional newspaper that reprinted cartoons from Charlie Hebdo, has been firebombed. Fortunately, there was no loss
of life this time and relatively little property damage. That’s some small comfort.

O

ver many years, Charlie Hebdo has
pursued an editorial approach in the
distinctively French left-wing style that is
markedly antiauthoritarian and antireligious. The paper is notable for humor
that mocks pretensions, sacred figures,
and cherished ideologies. It has experienced violence before: its office was
firebombed in November 2011, apparently in response to a cover making fun
of the prophet Muhammad. In a cartoon
by Renald Luzier (or “Luz”), the prophet
is shown gleefully saying: “100 coups de
fouet, si vous n’êtes pas morts de rire”
(“100 lashes, if you don’t die laughing”).
In the immediate aftermath of the
murderous shooting attack, many people across the world expressed solidarity
with Charlie Hebdo’s staff, staff members’ loved ones, and the citizens of Paris.
Much was made of France’s tradition of
support for fundamental liberties, and
a number of Twitter hashtags became
common as social media users sought
to identify publicly with the victims, defy
authoritarians and terrorists, and support

secularhumanism.org

freedom of speech. Most popular was the
extraordinarily viral #JeSuisCharlie—“I
am Charlie”—which was tweeted millions of times. Even The Simpsons’ creators showed where they stood: the final
minutes of the show’s January 11 episode included a scene where Maggie
Simpson holds a flag with the words “Je
suis Charlie.” Themes of solidarity and
defiance were taken up in vigils and rallies in cities around the world.
Within hours of the attack, however,
USA Today published an op-ed piece
under the headline “People Know the
Consequences: Opposing View.” This was
written by London-based radical cleric
Anjem Choudary, who blamed the victims and, particularly, the French government. Choudary asked why the government allowed Charlie Hebdo to publish
material that was provocative to Muslims.
He observed that the penalty for insulting a prophet should be death, “implementable by an Islamic State.” And with
no evident irony, he added: “However,
because the honor of the Prophet is
something which all Muslims want to
defend, many will take the law into their
own hands, as we often see.” Choudary
concluded: “It is time that the sanctity of a
Prophet revered by up to one-quarter of
the world’s population was protected.”
A column so extreme ventures close
to inciting further violence, and one
might question the wisdom of providing its author with such a large platform for his toxic opinions. Still, there is
benefit in revealing unequivocally, on
(Continued on page 40)

Ophelia Benson

OP-ED

With Friends Like These

T

he new year got off to a shatteringly horrible start with the
massacre at Charlie Hebdo on
Wednesday, January 7. Only two days
later, after Friday prayers, the liberal
blogger Raif Badawi was given fifty
blows with a stick on his naked back in
front of the al-Jafali mosque in Jeddah,
Saudi Arabia.
The two events are not radically
different. Both were violent and brutal;
both were in revenge for perceived
outrages against religion; both were
aimed at dissident intellectuals; both
were done in the name of Allah. The
flogging in Jeddah had a veneer of
legality, but only according to theocratic laws that violate several clauses
of the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights. The flogging in Jeddah didn’t
kill its target outright, but it could have.
Badawi’s crime was criticizing Saudi
clerics and advocating liberalization on
his blog. In 2013 he was sentenced
to seven years in prison and six hundred lashes. Last year the punishment
was appealed, and in a turn worthy
of a bleak Alice in Wonderland, it was
increased to ten years in prison and one
thousand lashes, along with a fine of
one million riyals (about US$300,000).
Badawi was scheduled to receive
fifty blows per week for twenty weeks,
but the second flogging was postponed
on the advice of the doctors who examined him. At the same time, protests
against his punishment were spreading: on my blog I posted photos via
Twitter from protests in Washington,
London, Dublin, Belfast, Ottawa, Berlin,

Frankfurt, Jordan, Tunisia, and Houston.
I was starting to have real hope that
all the protesting would become so
annoying to the Saudis that they would
free Badawi and let him leave the country just to be rid of it. There were conflicting reports that the second round
of flogging would be postponed again
or that it would go ahead . . . and then,
while we were anxiously waiting to
learn if Badawi would be beaten again
or not, the absolute monarch of Saudi
Arabia died.
The flogging was postponed for the
second week because Badawi’s wounds
hadn’t fully healed. At the same
time, heads of state and officials told
the world what a fabulous guy King
Abdullah had been. Secretary of State
John Kerry, for instance, said on Twitter
that “King Abdullah was a man of
wisdom & vision. US has lost a friend &
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, Middle East,
and world has lost a revered leader.”
King Abdullah was the absolute monarch of a country that punishes the
mildest of dissent with torture and
keeps women under what amounts to
house arrest. I don’t see the wisdom.
Christine Lagarde, the head of the
International Monetary Fund, even said
that “In a very discreet way, he was a
strong advocate of women.” So very
discreet that it was undetectable. The
day after the king died, Ishaan Tharoor
wrote in the Washington Post about
reports that four of his daughters
have been held prisoner in the royal
compound for thirteen years. “[Their
mother] Fayez claims her daughters’

supposed incarceration, which has
gone on for some 13 years, was both
a mark of Abdullah’s vindictive streak
and intolerance of his daughters’ modern, independent upbringing. She says
the four have been locked away for
more than a decade, subject to abuse

“King Abdullah was the absolute monarch of a country that
punishes the mildest of dissent
with torture and keeps women
under what amounts to house
arrest. I don’t see the wisdom.”

and deprivation.” Why? For essentially
the same reason Badawi was sentenced
to a thousand lashes: “In another interview with an Arabic channel, the princesses described how they were being
punished for championing women’s
rights and resisting the kingdom’s
strict rules mandating male guardianship over women.” Abdullah does not
sound like a strong advocate of women
to me, not even discreetly.
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(Continued on page 42)

April/May 2015

Free Inquiry

9

Take action with us.

You can help promote science,
reason, and secular values.

Imagine a world where religion and pseudoscience do not influence public policy—a world
where religion no longer enjoys a privileged position. The Center for Inquiry is working
toward these goals and educating the public to use reason, science, and secular values rather
than religion and pseudoscience to establish public policy.
The Center for Inquiry advances its mission through advocacy, education, and outreach
programs. No other organizations advance science and secularism on as many fronts as CFI
and its programs, the Council for Secular Humanism and the Committee for Skeptical Inquiry.

Donate today.

When you make a donation to CFI, you become a member of a worldwide movement of
humanists, skeptics, atheists, and freethinkers—all working together to promote the secular
worldview and give voice to your values.
Our major goals include:
n Protecting the rights of nonbelievers
n Advocating for science-based medicine
n Sustaining and expanding the secular movement
Make your most generous gift today, or request information on planned giving or making a bequest.
To receive a brochure elaborating on what we are doing to achieve our important goals and how
you can help, please complete and return the attached card or contact us at:
Center for Inquiry
Development Office
PO Box 741
Amherst, NY 14226
1.800.818.7071
development@centerforinquiry.net
www.centerforinquiry.net/donate

Shadia B. Drury

OP-ED

Must Liberalism Be Suicidal?

T

here is something pathological
about the relationship of Western
liberal societies to their values. On
one hand, they are eager to defend
their values around the globe, but on
the other hand, they are reluctant to
defend their values at home. They are
willing to bomb Muslim countries in an
effort to liberate their women, educate
their children, and bless them with liberal democratic constitutions. But on
the home front, liberal societies adopt
multiculturalist policies that threaten
to undermine their own values. For
example, in the United States, Canada,
Australia, England, France, Denmark,
Belgium, and the rest of the European
Union, Muslim immigrants are under
the impression that they are free to
practice their religion as a way of life
that is separate from, if not adversarial
to, the liberal culture of the West. In
the United States, multiculturalism has
triumphed over the American melting
pot. Even France, the one country that
could be relied on to be staunchly secular, has failed to assimilate millions of
Muslim immigrants.
So, here is the paradox: on one
hand, liberalism has become a fighting
creed, akin to the gruesome religions it
was intended to subdue; on the other
hand, its conduct at home is nothing
short of suicidal. My contention is that
this paradox has its source in certain
intellectual flaws at the heart of liberalism itself.

To appreciate the strange relationship liberalism has with its values, it
may be instructive to examine the
experience of conservatism in dealing
with the liberal winds of change. I am
not defending the conservative view—
far from it. However, its experience is
relavant because for the last three hundred years the social values of the West
have been moving toward ever-greater
liberality. But there is no guarantee
that this trajectory will hold. Social values may well move toward greater
conservatism. This is a phenomenon
that liberalism is ill-equipped to deal
with. It wrongly assumes that its siren
song will never die. But liberalism is like
everything else: it is mortal. However,
it can extend its shelf life by learning
something from the historical fate of
conservatism.
In the conservative tradition, the
function of the state is to uphold the
values of society. So, if a society believes
that homosexuality is morally abhorrent, that prostitution is immoral, and
that abortion and assisted suicide are
murder, then it is the function of the
state to prohibit these activities. The
fact that these “crimes” are hard to
detect is no deterrent to conservative
legislators. The conservative objective is
to drive them underground in order to
protect the norms of society from the
winds of change. But despite their best
efforts, conservatives find that norms
change anyway.

For example, in 2014 the Arizona
state House of Representatives passed
a law that would allow business owners to deny service to homosexuals. It
was clearly an effort to turn back the
clock on the acceptance of homosexuality in mainstream society, which was
extending to the venerable institution
of matrimony. Conservatives argued

“…Muslim immigrants are
under the impression that they
are free to practice their religion
as a way of life that is separate
from, if not adversarial to, the
liberal culture of the West.”
that homosexuality was an affront to
religious convictions and that such a
law was a matter of religious freedom.
However, when powerful economic
forces threatened to boycott the state,
the Republican governor of Arizona
struck down the law out of fear that
social and political instability would
follow a dramatic economic downturn.
Interestingly, when conservatives try to
stem the tide of change, they undermine supreme conservative values—
peace, order, stability, and security. So,
they are forced to retreat.

secularhumanism.org

(Continued on page 41)
April/May 2015

Free Inquiry

11

Mark Rubinstein

What Happened When Jesus Died?

L

et me tell you what happened
when Jesus died.
He was the wisest, most godly,
most charismatic person we had ever
known. We left behind our work, our
possessions, families, and friends to follow him. We trusted what Jesus told
us—that the long-awaited Kingdom of
Heaven was at hand and that he, God’s
chosen instrument, was introducing it.
He told us to prepare, to give up any
pretentions of our own, and to subordinate ourselves to the needs of our

“The bodies of [crucifixion]
victims were typically left for
days to rot on the cross. . . .
When their remaining skeletons
were taken down, they were
thrown, usually with others, into
an anonymous mass grave. No
wonder Paul did not mention an
empty tomb: there was no tomb
to become empty!”
mission. We must love one another, he
told us, as all will in the Kingdom. He
said we must go into the world to bring
others this new understanding, for only
those who joined with him would live
joyfully in the Kingdom to come.
Then, just as we were moving from
the small towns of Galilee to the worldly
city of Jerusalem, Jesus was suddenly
cut down in his prime, crucified without a scintilla of justice or mercy, and
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our mission was in shreds. All of us
were afraid to be there at his death or
at the disposal of his body. Surely, we
thought, this could not have happened.
But it did. How were we to make sense
of it?, we asked each other. Was there
any way Jesus could still be right, that
he had introduced the Kingdom? Jesus
had said he would give up his life “as a
ransom for many,” but we could not yet
see what that really meant.
At first, some of us reasoned simply
that although our Lord had died, he
had nonetheless succeeded in introducing God’s Kingdom, and it would be
only a matter of time, as he promised,
for the Kingdom to arrive for all to
plainly see. In the meantime, we should
live as if this were true; we may as well
start loving our neighbor as ourselves
right away.
Others of us reasoned in a second
way. They thought that although Jesus
had “died,” since his mission lay unfinished, he must be planning to return.
Therefore, he must not really have died.
It just seemed that way. Rather, he, or
perhaps just his spirit, was taken up to
Heaven to be with God and was right
now preparing the next phase, which
could require his return to complete his
mission. Jesus, now no longer human,
had become a supernatural messenger
or “an angel of God,” as our brother
Paul wrote. Didn’t Jesus promise us that
the Kingdom had almost arrived? This
had to be the answer. In this way, his
resurrection proved that he had ultimately triumphed over his persecutors
and that his glorious Kingdom would
soon replace their oppressive rule.
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But that raised an urgent question,
which many people have asked. Why
did our Lord have to “die” and not
complete his mission right away? At
first, his death made no sense. Then,
under extreme pressure to resolve this
dissonance, we imagined that his resurrection must somehow have been
needed for the Kingdom to commence.
His resurrection pointed the way; that
is how the Kingdom would arrive. Jesus
was the “first fruits,” Paul told us, and
we would soon follow. Our suffering,
like the crucifixion, is merely a prelude
to a glorious personal resurrection. By
breaking through the barrier of death,
Jesus had earned us life!
Others of us reasoned in a third
way. As suggested by his Parable of the
Weeds, Jesus must have died because
we were not yet ready to enter the
Kingdom, otherwise we would have
been let in while he was alive. We
must not have satisfied the admission standards. The problem must be
that, unlike Jesus, we were not good
enough; like all the rest of humankind, we had sinned. Only if we could
be relieved of the responsibility for
sin would we become worthy of the
Kingdom.
How can this happen? As a basic
means of atonement, repentance
helps, and we should repent as Jesus
told us. But in the past that has not
been enough. Somehow, and we may
not understand how exactly, the death
of Jesus must be intended to help. For
centuries, Jews atoned for their worst
(Continued on page 44)

Letters
on the evidence of science.
In the end, we are just another belief
system no matter how confident we
are that we are right. The debate over
whether we are or not a “religion”
reminds me of debating whether shaving your head bald is a “hairstyle.”
Sam Fields
Plantation, Florida

If It Please the Court: Secular
Humanism Is Not a Religion
There is a school of philosophy that
holds that most disputes arise from
the parties having different definitions
over words and terms. I am certain that
when Free Inquiry readers hear someone state “I am spiritual,” they have a
different definition of spiritual than the
claimant. I thought about that when I
read the editorial proclaiming “Secular
Humanism: Not a Religion” by Tom
Flynn, Ronald A. Lindsay, and Nicholas
J. Little (FI, February/March 2015). This
debate is grounded in one issue: the
definition of the word religion. If we
define it only as a supernatural belief
system, then the editorial is correct.
I believe this is overly narrow. I prefer to define religion as any belief system that offers answers to the basic
questions of existence. Cosmology:
where did everything come from?
Eschatology: how does everything end?
Axiology: what is good and what is
bad in ethics and aesthetics? Ontology:
what is real? The vast majority of religions offer supernatural answers based
on faith. It’s Jesus versus Allah versus
Yahweh versus Buddha versus Zeus,
etc. Secular humanism, atheism, and
the like answer these questions based

It seemed to me, a mere mechanical
engineer, that the discussion and analysis of American Humanist Association
v. United States was well done given
the nuances and subtleties involved.
But the omission of any references to
or attempts at a definition of religion
itself or even of a religion was unhelpful.
Bruce J. Ffitch
Portland, Oregon
Tom Flynn replies:
Oops. The Council for Secular Humanism
has embraced a particular working
definition of religion since 2002. It
appears in our pamphlet Secular
Humanism Defined, also available
on our website (http://www.secular
humanism.org/index.php/13). We publish
it from time to time, and in the editorial
in question I probably miscalculated the
degree to which longtime readers had
wearied of seeing it. Here it is again:
“Religion is a life stance that includes
at minimum a belief in the existence
and fundamental importance of a realm
transcending that of ordinary experience.”

Atheists Talk, or Don’t Talk,
About Death
Re: Greta Christina’s “Getting Atheists
to Talk about Death” (FI, February/
March 2015): as a Lutheran Christian,
my concern about dying was that I was
not worthy of an eternity in Heaven and
the alternative was quite frightening.
For me, trying to be an “acceptable”
Christian in the manner of Jesus Christ

was a continuous walk on a tightrope
that I kept falling off of. Thankfully,
and very gratefully, that part of my life
is over. I am now a very content secular
humanist.
Unless I become terminally ill and
am suffering, I’d like to put off dying
as long as possible. But dying in itself
no longer frightens me. Somewhere I
read or heard the comment that if you
can remember what it was like before
you were born, then you know what
death is like, which made perfect sense
to me. Several times in my life, I’ve had
the necessity of being anesthetized for
some surgeries, and upon waking, I
equated my anesthetic sleep with what
death must be like . . . complete nothingness. I don’t think that I could ask
for anything better than that.
Like most of us on this planet, I’ve
had times of joy and times of deep sorrow. Some moments were extremely
difficult to abide. I call it a “roller-coaster
ride.” It’s not yet over, and I have no
idea what the next turn or steep hill
will bring, but I do hope that I’m able
to stay on the ride. If not, getting off
may be a relief.
Joan Cavalluzzi
Manchester, New Jersey

Criticizing Islam
Faisal Saeed Al Mutar argues that criticizing

Islam isn’t racist (“Who Is Really Gross
and Racist?” FI, February/March 2015).
How
ever, he misses the main point,
which is that Islam is not a race; it’s a
religion.
A Christian could become a Muslim;
a Muslim could become a Christian, a
Buddhist, or an atheist. Religion is a
matter of choice; race is not. On the Bill
Maher program a week after the one
mentioned, a woman claimed to be a
“secular Muslim.” One can’t be a secular Muslim any more than one could
be a married bachelor. If you’re secular,
you’re not Muslim; if you’re Muslim,
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Hobby Lobby, Steve Green,
and the New Bible Empire
Thomas Larson

S

teve Green, president of Hobby Lobby and son of its
founder and CEO, David Green, loves to tell the story of
the company’s brush with financial ruin and salvation
via divine intervention. David founded the craft-supply store
in 1972, at first a modest Oklahoma City picture-frame business. By 1985, Hobby Lobby had expanded to several more
area stores and become the go-to supplier of gewgaws for
home decorators and holiday artists.
It seems that the company erred in its enthusiasm, growing too big too fast. Soon it was slouching toward bankruptcy. As journalist Brian Solomon recounted in Forbes,
David Green had “overleveraged the business and diluted
the inventory with off-brand, expensive products like luggage, ceiling fans and gourmet foods.” David, an evangelical
Christian, blamed himself for the sin of entrepreneurial
pride.
Solution? He told his family at a hastily called gathering
that they needed to relinquish control of the ship and let
God take the rudder. Yes, the board would cut wages, close
under-performing stores, and refinance debt. But, according
to the son’s tale, the best business decision his father made
was to get under his desk and pray. “Dad asked God, ‘If this
company is going to survive, God, you’re going to have to
intervene. God, this is your company; I give it to you. If you
want it to survive, it’s up to you.’”
In 2013, while accepting the John M. Templeton Award for
Biblical Values, sponsored by the National Bible Association,
Steve Green declared that in 1986, the post-prayer year,
Hobby Lobby’s profit doubled. “God did intervene,” stated
the Oklahoman, who is a far more media-savvy empirebuilder than his placid and pious father. “God honored what
Dad did. It became a real lesson to us that it is not our company. We are only stewards of what God has entrusted to us.”
(The family seems to speak with one voice, though Steve is in
the public eye the most.)
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In return for relinquishing the rudder, God made David
Green very rich: his worth—which, apparently, is shared by,
or made available to, sons Steve and Mart and daughter
Darsee—is $4.8 billion. Such is the power of the Lord in this
father-son-family privately or closely held company. Today,
Hobby Lobby has some 13,000 employees, 572 stores in forty-seven states, and $3 billion in yearly revenue. It is America’s
most lucrative Christian enterprise, excepting only the top-tier
Bible publishers and the church denominations themselves.
We know a lot about Steve Green and Hobby Lobby
because the company won an infamous, culture-changing
court decision last summer. In a 5–4 ruling, the U.S. Supreme
Court allowed Hobby Lobby to deny coverage for four
Affordable Care Act–mandated “abortifacients.” The Green
family complained that these procedures aborted the life
of an implanted fetus, which they oppose. Hobby Lobby’s
lawyers argued that their objection was an expression of
their religion, a core company value “consistent with biblical
principles.” According to evangelicals, the pro-life dictate is
revealed in Psalm 139:13: “For thou hast possessed my reins:
thou hast covered me in my mother’s womb.” Though the
passage hardly forbids abortions, Hobby Lobby claims that
this scriptural reading is evidence of the company’s “sincerely
held religious belief,” forming the theological basis for the
court’s accommodation—in essence, verifying that belief.
By contrast, what we don’t know a lot about are Steve
Green’s plans to teach these sincerely held beliefs, which he
also calls “biblical truths,” in a national public-school curriculum, led by him, funded by his family’s wealth, and based on
principles that he and the family believe derive solely from
Scripture.
In the wake of the Hobby Lobby decision, critics are taking apart Green’s biblical inconsistencies. One such critic is
Jonathan Merritt, a senior columnist with Religion News
Service and a regular contributor to The Week. In a June 2014

According to Green, the “evidence” of manuscripts he’s
article titled “Stop Calling Hobby Lobby a Christian Business,”
Merritt savaged the Greens’ supposed biblical orientation. He
seen reveals that more than forty writers put the Bible
argued that the company is hardly Christian since it imports
“together harmoniously” over a period of 1,500 years. He
most of its items from China—a state riddled with “nightmarclaims that more evidence for this book exists than for all the
ish labor conditions, inadequate workplace regulations, and
“classical works combined.” That, he says, indicates that there
rampant child labor,” not to mention some thirteen million
is a god behind the Bible. And “if there is a God behind it, and
abortions, many done forcibly, which occur in that country
it is God’s word to us, then when we read it, that living God
each year. Merritt accused: “Hobby Lobby imports billions of
shows up. In that sense, it is alive. It does speak to you and to
dollars’ worth of bric-a-brac from a nation that denies 1.35
me. It discerns our heart and our intentions. It convicts us. It
billion citizens freedom of worship.”
tells us how we should live.”
Merritt tells me that the family overlooks the Bible’s “true”
It’s good. The goal of teaching and preserving the Bible
message. As a book to live by, he says the Testaments, which
“is to show that . . . when we apply it to our lives, it has been
the Greens say they honor, “talk about justice more than they
good, because it has. That man [humans]—when he/we live
talk about prayer, heaven, hell, or salvation.” The Greens’ peraccording to the precepts that are given, it is good for us.”
sonal interpretation of Scripture bespeaks, in Merritt’s view, a
It’s had an impact. “This book,” he says, “has impacted our
kind of cafeteria Christianity: choosing certain parts
of the Bible to accept and other parts to reject.
The problem, for Merritt, is that Hobby Lobby sees
“everything through the lens of individual responsibility and individual sin—not social responsibility
“Yes, the board would cut wages, close
and social sin.”
under-performing stores, and refinance debt. But,
Since the company was supposedly saved by
according to the son’s tale, the best business decision
God’s intervention in 1985–1986, Steve Green
and family have been proselytizing the gospel
his father made was to get under his desk and pray.”
consistently and “consistent with” their “biblical
principles,” so that others—both individuals and
businesses—can be saved, too, from their souls to
their bottom-lines. They believe that God’s munificence can be ours as well. All we have to do is to
world to the degree that people don’t recognize the impact
accept the inerrancy of the Bible or—at least, as an opening
it’s had. It’s our job to point out, whether it be our governgambit—let them re-center the book in our public schools.
ment, education, science, art, literature, family, on and on,
How else does one become a good Christian, Green asks,
in every area of our life, this [book] speaks of [sic] and has
but by knowing the Bible—reading, studying, testifying?
had an impact.” Green contends that sales of the Bible (some
Emboldened by the Hobby Lobby decision, to say nothing
twenty-five million copies every year) constitute evidence
of the family fortune, Green is spending whatever it takes to
for Americans’ belief in the book’s ethical guidance—even
make the Bible the centerpiece of his campaign to convert the
though worrisomely, as he acknowledges, a smaller percentUnited States, all of it, to Christianity.
age of the populace is reading it than ever.
Green’s case for biblical literacy is grounded on the agreen his Templeton Award speech, Green announced that he is
able idea that America’s population is, as he states, the “most
busy with two concurrent Bible offensives. One is launching a
ignorant ever.” While it’s true that more than 90 percent of
four-year curriculum for public high-school students to “learn
Americans “have a Bible on their shelves,” Green says, “they’ve
about” Scripture. The other is building a Museum of the Bible in
never read it.” Americans don’t read Scripture because “we
Washington, D.C. He laid out three reasons why he’s pushing the
aren’t teaching it in our schools.” His goal is “to reintroduce
Bible into public education and the nation’s cultural space: “It’s
this book to this nation because of its ignorance of what God
true. It’s good.” And its story and message have had a positive
has taught. We need to know it, and if we don’t know it, our
“impact” on our culture. Let’s examine these claims one by one.
future is going to be very scary. Someday,” he went on, teachIt’s true. Green claims that “most every archaeological
ing the Bible in high school “should be mandated. Here’s a
discovery,” especially those since and including the Dead Sea
book that’s impacted our world unlike any other and you’re
Scrolls, “supports the evidence of this book.” Lacquering with
not going to teach it? There’s something wrong with that.”
a broad brush, he says most Bible scholars “support the accuFear not; Green has developed a public-school curriculum,
racy of this book. The book that we have is a reliable historical
whose digitized coursework and specious claims I’ll discuss
document.”

I

secularhumanism.org

April/May 2015

Free Inquiry

15

in detail shortly, that was slated to begin in fall 2014 in
Mustang, Oklahoma. The school board had asked the curriculum authors to submit a revised proposal, but the Mustang
school board did not receive one and has now abandoned
the project. (The school district is now writing its own History
of the Bible class.) Green and his course developers are undeterred. They announced they are “committed to providing an
elective high school Bible curriculum . . . [and] look forward
to working with other schools interested in such an offering,”
according to Jerry Pattengale, the executive director of the
Green Scholars Initiative, an in-house Scripture-based think
tank, and head of the curriculum-writing team. Despite the
setback, Green-watchers are still troubled by the link between
the stalled curriculum and the other half of Green’s new Bible
empire—the Museum of the Bible.
In 2012, the Greens bought the Washington Design Center,
a former abode of showrooms for luxury-home furnishings,
for $50 million. They are now building a 430,000-square-foot,
eight-story, private edifice two blocks south of the National
Mall. The restored and adapted building is scheduled to open

and source is clear. “While thousands of schools already use
other biblical curricular options,” Pattengale declared, “the
Museum of the Bible’s offering is distinct on four fronts: its
tie to a major museum [Green’s coming museum], its access
to a collection of artifacts, its engagement with a breadth of
leading scholars, and its robust level of technology. This curriculum utilizes convergent media in creating an interactive,
student learning experience.”
If allowed, this single stream of Bible classes and Scripture
“wealth” will foist upon Americans something we’ve never
seen before: a religion-based educational program aimed at
all public-school kids, emanating from a command-and-control center in Washington, D.C., and—most frightening—
under the aegis of one family’s hoard of artifacts, money, and
Christianizing mission.

I

n 2014, Green and his Green Scholars previewed a pilot version of their Bible curriculum for the Mustang school district
in Mustang, Oklahoma, next door to Hobby Lobby’s corporate
headquarters. According to Religion News Service, the program,
“The Book: The Bible’s History, Narrative and Impact,”
includes spiral-bound text as well as videos, audio,
web links, and “state-of-the-art digital enhancements” for student smartphones, featuring Green
scholars’ lectures. The heavily digital platform also
“. . . What we don’t know a lot about are Steve Green’s
offers narratives on “the creation,” so-called “scientific discoveries” about the Bible’s historicity, and the
plans to teach . . . ‘biblical truths,’ in a national pubbook’s supposed “influence” on America’s founding
lic-school curriculum, led by him, funded by his family’s
through the ideas of the drafters and signers of the
wealth, and based on principles that he and the family
Declaration of Independence and the Constitution.
One section of the curriculum’s draft—the laybelieve derive solely from Scripture.”
out parades colored borders, captioned photos,
narrative vignettes, and sidebar columns, all in
eye-popping distraction like a multi-ad website—
covers a topic called “Assessing Sources.” Basically,
this section stipulates that the Bible and its artiin 2017. (A Politico story forecasts that the museum’s eventual
factual fragments form the curriculum’s lone source. How
price tag will be $800 million, roughly a quarter of the Green
does this work? One method presented is “corroboration of
fortune.) Its glitzy displays and “living history” exhibits will
evidence.” Historians, according to the program, want such
showcase Green’s bibliomania. He brags that he’s collected
evidence “because it gives them greater confidence that their
44,000 objects and artifacts related to Scripture, among them
sources are historically true records.” Such corroboration
a cache of pre-Christian Torah scrolls and Babe Ruth’s Bible.
“helps to determine truthfulness. Many types of evidence
The twin juggernauts of the curriculum and the museum—
exist, such as literature, personal records, laws, tradition,
at which the curriculum’s study program will be centralgeography, and interviews of witnesses.”
ized—require vast capital, a clutch of handpicked scholars,
How does the curriculum achieve this truth? By asking—
and a sales job pitched to Americans via soft politicians and
and answering—this overarching (if less than objective) quesamenable courts, all of which the family has already achieved.
tion: “How do we know that the Bible’s historical narratives
If Green gets his way, he will remake the nation in God’s
are reliable?” The writers’ logic follows suit: “Although we
image. No, strike that. In his biblical image of God.
may not know all the details of most biblical events, we do
Curriculum and museum are joined at the hip. Accordingly,
know their essentials quite accurately. For example, we do
to Pattengale, who is also the Museum of the Bible execnot know many details about King David’s reign. We do not
utive director of education, the link between coursework
know all of the cities he controlled nor the names of all of his
16
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advisors. However, we do know that he was a real leader in
Jerusalem.”
In addition, the curriculum privileges the Bible above all
other books in Western culture and renders the Hebrew and
Christian god one-dimensionally, describing him as “faithful
and good,” “gracious and compassionate,” and “an ever-present help in times of trouble.” Finally, the program asserts
that the Bible is the fountainhead of hallowed American
institutions. Liberation struggles associated with “women’s
suffrage, [the] abolition [of slavery], freedom of the press, and
equal rights” can all be traced to their origin in prophecy and
fulfillment through Scripture.

L

Indicative of that bias is a litmus test for scholars who are
creating this program. AU reported that of the sixty-four
scholars who produced the materials, “at least 52 were
educated at and, in many cases, also teach at sectarian
institutions that require them to sign a doctrinal statement
confirming the inerrancy of scripture. Several of them have
no doctoral education or professional research experience
whatsoever. Their only qualifications appear to be a shared
belief in Biblical literalism.”
Against these illiberal qualifications, a good deal of outrage is aimed. Leading the pack is Dr. Mark Chancey, professor of religious studies at Southern Methodist University in
Dallas and a member of the board of directors of the Texas
Freedom Network. For the past decade, he’s volunteered to
critique dozens of Bible curricula. Typically, he finds them
repeating the same errors of sectarian bias, shoddy history,
and questionable assertions.

ast April, when this curriculum debuted and copies were examined by legal groups, secular organizations, and religious
scholars, the pushback began apace. Informed observers condemned Green’s initiative as wrong and misguided. Americans
United for Separation of Church and State (AU) wrote
in a letter to the Mustang school board that Green’s
classes “present serious legal risks.”
State and federal courts have, for decades,
prohibited public schools from allowing sectarian
“Emboldened by the Hobby Lobby decision, to say nothclasses, presenting the Bible as “religious truth,”
devotional prayer, silent Bible-reading, and even
ing of the family fortune, Green is spending whatever it
voluntary after-school use of the facilities for
takes to make the Bible the centerpiece of his campaign
Christian worship. The idea is simple and elegantly
to convert the United States, all of it, to Christianity.”
expressed in a 1989 Colorado court ruling: There
is a “difference between teaching about religion,
which is acceptable, and teaching religion, which
is not.”
AU’s senior litigation counsel, Gregory Lipper,
tells me that while he’s alarmed about the curricuChancey tells me that “it was obvious that conservative
lum’s chutzpah, he’s most worried about the Green family’s
Protestant Christian beliefs were built into the very strucpurchasing power: “They have so much money,” he says—
ture of the curriculum, the skeleton on which the material
arguably enough to bankroll a national effort to place the
was hung.” He says that students would be encouraged to
Bible in schools and, the Greens hope, make their curriculum
look for a set of ideas that had “applications” to their lives.
a compulsory addition for high-school instruction. What’s
Unsubtly, the course emphasizes “themes” or “theological
more, Lipper says he fears Green’s sudden prominence as “a
filters,” such as God’s love, presence, promise, justice, and
religious-right folk hero” who, “especially in the aftermath
plan, which wrongly “facilitate sympathetic presentation and
of the contraception decision,” can now somehow decree
personal application of the material.” Chancey sees these
educational policies.
themes as arbitrary, tending only to spotlight “the good traits
In April 2014, the Freedom From Religion Foundation
of Christianity,” which, in turn, lead to a “salvational history”:
(FFRF) sent a “cease-and-desist” letter to Sean McDaniel,
that is, those who truly study this book will discover the metsuperintendent of the Mustang Public Schools, urging him
anarrative of salvation and accept Christ.
to “cancel this class.” FFRF wrote, “Hobby Lobby and the
In a recent report about Green’s plan, “Can This Class Be
Greens have made it abundantly clear that their goal is not
Saved?,” Chancey notes that archaeologists do not agree on
to educate students, but to convert students. Those students
any true or dominant Bible narrative; nor do they see the book’s
are under your charge. You have a duty to ensure that the
events as reflecting an “accurate history,” which is in any case
public schools and their employees do not inculcate religion.”
a meaningless designation for ancient texts. For instance, the
The Green-promoted book “reads like a Sunday school lesson
curriculum states that Adam and Eve, Noah, and Moses were all
for elementary schoolchildren, not a legitimate public high
“historic personages,” not mythic or fictional characters. What’s
school text.” And, in bold, FFRF declared: “This course is too
more, Chancey writes, the authorship of the Bible’s sixty-six
tainted with Christian bias.”
secularhumanism.org
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books is left undisputed. The debate over the books’ authorship
is in fact among the most contentious in contemporary Bible
scholarship, but it is one which the curriculum completely ignores.
A final point on the curriculum’s ignorance: it refuses to
teach anything controversial—for example, that miracle claims
are apocryphal, that any prophecies failed, or that “facts” about
Jesus’s life are actually conjectural. Hector Avalos, professor of
religious studies at Iowa State University, characterizes Green’s
plan as “prescriptive—he’s already chosen a viewpoint and he
thinks that’s the only one there is or should be.” It’s biblically
illiterate, he told me by phone, “because you don’t get an
accurate picture of what the Bible is.” One egregious error,
Avalos notes, is one most proselytizers make: “It’s not true that
our Constitution is based on the Bible. If anything, it’s anti-Bible.” Its famous opening phrase, “We the people,” arises from
the consent of the governed. “The people,” Avalos says, “are

B

oth Chancey and Avalos believe that Bible literacy should be
taught. Chancey prefers a curriculum that “neither promotes
nor disparages particular religious views, specific religions, or
non-religion.” And, he writes, we must be careful because the
“Bible makes claims that are outside the verification of historical
methodology.” This means they exist, for the most part, as claims
and must be taught as such. The only reasonable curriculum
Chancey knows is published by the Bible Literacy Project, a
New York nonprofit that has developed “First Amendment safe”
materials for schools. So far its program has been permitted by
courts because, as Chancey says, it refrains from bias “in walking
the constitutional line.”
Avalos advocates a “multiple-viewpoint approach,” that is,
describing all Bible perspectives, whether positive or negative,
“proven” or disputed. But the problem for Avalos remains:
“Even college texts are [written by] religionists.” A religionist is
one, he says, who “believes religion is good and we
should support it.” Such courses on any level will
work only with “very well-trained faculty.” He faults
the Green program because “it’s not a serious Bible
course. There’s no notion that [teachers] know the
“Green contends that sales of the Bible (some twenoriginal languages or can translate. Most repeat
ty-five million copies every year) constitute evidence for
what the textbook says,” and, with Green, it would
be his version—the Bible through his keyhole.
Americans’ belief in the book’s ethical guidance—even
The Green high-school course continues to be
though worrisomely, as he acknowledges, a smaller
revised by the Green Scholars. Jerry Pattengale says
percentage of the populace is reading it than ever.”
he wants to make the program more “scholarly
objective” [sic]. In a letter to Mustang superintendent McDaniel in September, Pattengale wrote
that he has “tried to look past the obvious ad
hominem aspects of their [the critics’] challenges”
(against his boss, Steve Green, no doubt) and feels
making decisions about laws as opposed to biblical notions of it’s “clear that most of the concern was with the Narrative
law, which are completely God-given. People have no choice in sections.”
God’s law. He gives you the law; there’s no democratic process.
I asked Pattengale to comment on the curriculum and its
What [Green] thinks the Bible is, is not what the Bible is. If you revision. He referred me to Green’s Atlanta publicist, DeMoss,
take his course, you end up biblically illiterate—knowing noth- who, in turn, offered as response only a press release and an
ing about what the Bible says.”
article about the program from Religion News Service, where
Indeed, since the Jesus Seminar was founded in the early Pattengale serves on the managing board.
1990s, attacks against claims of a Jewish savior who was divine
AU’s Gregory Lipper isn’t sure whether the revisions will
and worked miracles have been unrelenting. See the work mark a “good-faith effort to change the curriculum or just
of Bart Ehrman, John Dominic Crossan, John Shelby Spong, keep the content the same but make it harder to challenge
and Robert M. Price, as well as feminist Bible critics such as in court.” He notes further that Hobby Lobby has retained
Elisabeth Fiorenza. Some of them still revere the Bible’s rhet- the Alliance Defending Freedom (ADF) as a consultant and a
oric but are agnostic about or have left Christianity—in part reviewer of the program. ADF is an organization that, Lipper
because, contrary to Green’s assertion, recent biblical archae- says, “uses the legal system to spread the gospel.”
ology has cast doubt over most of the Bible’s claims. Canadian
religious scholar Tom Harpur, who has proposed a new “coss the engine of an unprecedented Bible curriculum and
mic Christianity,” has noted that the Jesus Seminar judged
the man with the dough to push it through, Green has apauthentic only one-sixth of Christ’s words quoted in the New pointed himself keeper of the evidence for what he defines as
Testament; for Harpur, even one-sixth is a stretch.
the Bible’s “historical accuracy.” In his Templeton Award speech,
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Hobby Lobby, Steve Green, and the New Bible Empire

he told his audience he’s been buying biblical antiquities since
2009; the compulsion has bloomed into the largest collection of
its kind “in private hands.” Why the hoard? For Green, the more
manuscript scrolls, codices, books, or fragments he has, the more
proof there is that the Bible is inerrant—a feature he believes is
not only contained in the text but whose sheer number of copies
further testifies to its truth.
Clearly this venture is his family’s calling—apparently shared
with no one else except other true believers. What it’s not is a
bottom-up movement of religious studies professors, evangelical preachers, Bible societies, and independent scholars. It is
not a multilayered approach to the Bible. John Kutsko, president of the Society of Biblical Literature, is critical of Green’s
self-aggrandizement and the singularity of
his belief. He said that Green ignores scripture’s negative aspects, in particular, its role
as “a tool of oppression.” He’s also worried about the museum’s adjacency “to the
National Mall [where it] gives the impression that it’s almost a national museum.”
Like Houston’s Mission Control, Green’s
Washington Bible headquarters hopes to
pump its “convergent media” into high
schools, engaging and entertaining (they
hope) millions of students online, in the
classroom, and on their smartphones. In
turn, the high-schoolers will—if correctly taught—recruit their
families to visit the museum. It’s a passive, captive, Wi-Ficonnected audience of untutored young minds indeed—
nearly fifteen million fresh faces arrive every four years in
America’s high schools—and Green will reach them if he has
his way.
The family’s mix of museum and media dovetail seamlessly.
The enterprise is echoed in the museum’s mission statement,
filed in 2012, when Hobby Lobby registered the undertaking
as a 501(c)(3): “To bring to life the living word of God, to tell
its compelling story of preservation, and to inspire confidence
in the absolute authority and reliability of the Bible.” Recently,
Chancey says, on the heels of so much flak aimed at the draft
curriculum, the statement was reworded, starved of its substance. It now reads, “To invite people to engage with the
Bible.”
Perhaps Steve Green is changing his mind. In a recent e-mail
to a Washington Post reporter, he clarified that “the intent
has always been to build a nonsectarian museum. The evolution has been my understanding of what exactly that means.
Growing up in a faith tradition, it is easy to get tradition and
what the Bible says mixed up. Learning to distinguish between
the two is our challenge.”

H

ow curious to have Green, a twenty-first-century biblical
maximalist, argue for the Bible’s supremacy while the majority of Bible scholars and some lay Christians see themselves
as biblical minimalists: they’ve concluded the Bible has scant
historical accuracy, seeing Jesus as either human or a fictionist’s
creation. The number of Bible colleges in America has fallen by 50
percent since 1997. What’s more, as Avalos reminds me, in many
quarters the Bible is being rejected—blocked by courts, read less,
and reinterpreted in films such as Son of God or Noah or Exodus:
Gods and Kings to attract interest.
Like Billy Graham, Green fancies himself an empire builder,
a John D. Rockefeller bringing a scriptural oil boom to America
at a time when many Americans have moved on to alternative
fuels.

“‘Someday teaching the Bible in high school
‘should be mandated.’”—Steve Green

The signs are rampant in our culture that the Bible is waning in its readership and authority. In 2014, Biblica, a publisher that produces Bibles in the “top 100 major languages
in the world,” launched the Institute for Bible Reading. The
program addresses what it identifies as a “growing crisis in
Bible engagement.” Translation: the book Biblica terms “the
most powerful catalyst for spiritual growth” is, according to
its own research, becoming irrelevant. Young people are not
interested in reading or relating to the Bible at rates that
Biblica finds alarming. As the Gallup Organization notes, there
has been a 20 percent drop in occasional Bible-readers in the
last generation. Nine in ten Christians want help with Bible
reading and do not get it from their churches or their pastors.
According to Biblica, “unless this trend is reversed, by 2040,
two-thirds of all Americans will have no meaningful relationship with the Bible.” And all this when, paradoxically, Gospel
marketers sell or give away 100 million Bibles every year.
Christians such as Green are trying to hook savvy users—
video junkies, cell-phone devotees, audio enthusiasts, and
tablet mavens—into embracing Bible-infused technology,
whether it’s viewing Mark Burnett’s ten-hour series The Bible
on the National Geographic channel or using the YouVersion
app to get Scripture, searchable and readable, on the small
screen. (Incidentally, David Green sponsored this app, which,
secularhumanism.org
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as I write, has grown to 170 million free downloads.) But
this rise in Bible broadcasting may be hollow—more shrewd
advertising and gimmicky technology than anything substantive. The two most influential avenues where Christians
wield power are in building brick-and-mortar institutions and
donating to candidates friendly to their political goals. And,
clearly, in these two instances the Green family is finding
success.
The question is, why is it a good thing for Steve Green and
his extended family, a billion-dollar fortune, a closely held,
Supreme Court–legitimized company, and a tendentious
Bible curriculum to promulgate one religion and one book
to such a pandemic degree? Thomas Jefferson cared not a
jot whether individual citizens embraced or rejected theism
or the Bible. A shared belief is not essential to a republic,
which exists despite individual faiths and non-faiths. But,

Most Americans don’t want what the Greens want. Let’s
hope they (that is, we) and their (that is, our) courts stand up
and say that.
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instituting its Christian agenda, wielding the words of only
Bible scholars it approves of and with little citizen or government input. I suspect that this approach seems doable in family members’ minds because God has ordained it, and after
all, he filled their coffers. Such an autocratic notion of the
public good shuns discussion, debate, oversight, or a consensus of competing views. It aims to establish anything but an
objective, nonsectarian Bible school program and a massive
faith-based showcase in Washington, D.C.—a city devoted,
last time I checked, to the peoples’ houses of government.
Green’s museum with its school-curriculum tentacles is like
a Vatican writ small. It amounts to no more than a personal
decree of a sincerely held religious belief.
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The Real Old-Time Religion:
Magic, Superstition, and the
Challenge to Fundamentalism
Leah Mickens

O

ne of the most curious inhabitants of the Church
Triumphant is Saint Guinefort of Lyons. According
to legend, Guinefort was in the employ of a French
knight in the mid-thirteenth century and was looking after
his master’s infant son while the master went on a hunting
trip. When the knight returned, he saw Guinefort covered in
blood and the cradle overturned. Convinced that Guinefort
had killed his son, the knight ran his sword through his
unfortunate servant.
As soon as Guinefort died, the knight heard the
sound of a baby crying. He turned over the cradle, saw
his son near the body of a dead viper, and realized
that Guinefort had saved the baby from the snake. Out
of remorse, the knight buried Guinefort with honors
in an unused well. Miracles then occurred there that
were immediately attributed to his intercession, especially regarding requests pertaining to the protection
of infants.
The story of Saint Guinefort sounds like standard
medieval hagiographical boilerplate until one realizes
that Saint Guinefort was a greyhound. Although the
cult of the dog-saint Saint Guinefort was considered an
embarrassment by the educated and a heresy by Catholic
authorities, attempts to suppress the cult were unsuccessful,
and it persisted in various forms until the 1930s.
The cult of Saint Guinefort is perhaps the most peculiar
manifestation of folk religion, which can be defined as varieties of religious experience and expression that the masses
undertake outside the officially defined parameters of orthodoxy. While religion, like taxes and mosquito bites, has always
been with us, fundamentalism is a distinctly modern development. Originally coined by conservative Protestants who

resented attempts to demythologize “the fundamentals” of
Christianity, the word fundamentalist is now a catchall term
for politically engaged reactionaries of any religious persuasion. The root of the fundamentalists’ ire is the fear that the
processes of modernization, industrialization, and secularization will do away with the pristine glories of the “old ways”
that sustained the culture until the recent past. But what
exactly are these old ways that fundamentalists are so eager
to preserve?

“While religion, like taxes and mosquito bites, has
always been with us, fundamentalism is a distinctly
modern development.”

M

ost of what passed for religion among ordinary people
until the twentieth century was what we would consider a mishmash of folk magic and superstition. Intellectual
figures such as Thomas Aquinas, Maimonides, and Avicenna
may have created official doctrines and engaged in philosophical debates, but their works had no bearing on the
religious life of the illiterate masses. The ordinary believer, regardless whether he or she was officially Catholic, Protestant,
Jewish, Muslim, Hindu, or Buddhist, relied on magical charms,
astrology, and the services of local conjurers to make sense
of the world.
secularhumanism.org
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and mother (which was interpreted to mean that the lower
classes should develop fear of and respect for their social
betters), rather than filling their heads with the minutiae of
theology and doctrine. Some idealistic Lutheran clergymen
tried to stamp out magic and superstition through vigorous
preaching and simplified catechesis during the Reformation,
but their efforts were largely unsuccessful in weaning the
masses from their folk-religion customs. The spiritualized,
individualistic, and pietistic faith taught by the clergy was
incomprehensible to the illiterate masses, who preferred the
tried-and-true magical methods handed down by their parents and community to an alien “religion of the book.”
Lest anyone think that folk magic was simply a product
of lingering Old World paganism, the United States also
has an impressive body of folk religious and magical beliefs
known as hoodoo (not to be confused with
voodoo). A melting pot of African, European,
and Native American folk practices, hoodoo was
particularly popular among Southern blacks, who
used it to maintain health, gain wealth, and
occasionally to injure white authority figures and
other enemies. Readers of The Adventures of
“Most of what passed for religion among ordinary people
Huckleberry Finn may recall how Huck consulted
until the twentieth century was what we would consider a
Jim and his “hairball oracle” to determine what
mishmash of folk magic and superstition.”
he should do about his father, an example of how
deeply ingrained folk-magic beliefs were among
Americans of all races in the nineteenth century.
In addition to the magic potions, lucky charms,
and root work common to most folk-magic systems, hoodoo is notable for the way in which
it treated the Bible as a magical tool. Examples
include putting a Bible under one’s pillow to ward
off witches, reading Bible verses backward to scare ghosts
probation of divines was not enough to stop the trade of the
and demons, and making a wish while pointing to the words
cunning folk, and individuals who practiced “good magic”
“and it shall come to pass.” The book of Psalms is particularly
tended to be treated leniently by the courts as long as no
important to hoodoo practitioners as a source of spells for
people or animals were physically harmed by their activities.
white magic. Hoodoo is alive and well in 2014 thanks to the
Even on the Continent, where accusations of occult activity
rise in neo-paganism, which has led to renewed interest in
were punished much more harshly, the practice of folk magic
this uniquely American body of folk magic.
continued well into the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
The veneration of unofficial folk saints is widespread in
Latin America, now regarded as the “heartland” of global
or the genuinely pious and devout, this substitution of
Catholicism. Echoing the aforementioned cult of Saint
superstition for informed orthodoxy was unacceptable,
Guinefort, Latin American folk saints are informally canand over the centuries various mavericks—among them the
onized by the people in a particular area who feel that the
mendicant orders in the Middle Ages and, later, Protestant
deceased individual in question continues bestowing the
Reformers such as Martin Luther and John Calvin—strugcommunity with supernatural favors from beyond the grave.
gled to bring the people back to what they perceived as the
A folk saint need not be a good person or even a human
original faith. However, even the most enthusiastic premodbeing, as the example of Saint Guinefort demonstrates. An
ern reformers understood that illiteracy and ingrained folk
example of the criminal as saint can be seen in Juan Soldado
beliefs imposed a natural limitation on the development of
(John the Soldier), a Mexican conscript who was arrested and
a pious laity, and they tempered their expectations accordexecuted for the rape and murder of an eight-year-old girl in
ingly. For example, early Lutheran attempts to catechize the
1938. After his ignominious death, visitors to the cemetery
unlettered German populace focused heavily on stressing the
in which he was buried began to report supernatural occurimportance of the commandment of honoring one’s father
For example, despite the existence of many secular and
ecclesiastical laws prohibiting magical activities, medieval and
Reformation-era England were full of “cunning folk” who
aided their clients with everything from finding lost items
to healing the sick to telling the future. While there was no
doubt in the minds of medieval and Reformation-era English
scholars that miracles and supernatural phenomena were a
part of life, the cunning folk asserted that they could manipulate the fabric of reality for profit and fun, something that
suggested diabolical influence. Indeed, Elizabethan-era theologian William Perkins asserted that, “The most horrible and
detestable monster is the good witch,” since those practicing
white magic seduced the community with their useful services
whereas the naked aggression of black magicians quickly lead
to their ostracization and imprisonment. However, the disap-
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rences, leading many to believe that Juan had been unfairly
accused by a corrupt military establishment and that the
alleged miracles attributed to his influence demonstrated his
sanctity. The practice of folk magic is also common in Latin
America; examples range from the use of authorized Catholic
prayers as magic spells to highly ritualized black magical traditions such as palo mayombe, which uses human body parts.

W

hile the clergy of the premodern and early modern world
may have been forced to accept, however grudgingly, the
existence of heterodox folk religious practices, the modern fundamentalist is unwilling to accept any compromise with error:
one is either orthodox or a heretic. The fundamentalist leader
assumes a certain degree of literacy on the part of his followers
that will enable laypersons to examine holy texts on their own,
something that could occur only in contemporary society where
universal literacy is a given, or at least a feasible goal. Followers
of a fundamentalist sect must walk a fine line between being
savvy enough to disbelieve in the evil eye but not questioning
enough to fall into the trap of “idle curiosity” and begin doubting the foundation of their worldview. Indeed, what one often
finds in fundamentalist groups is a hyper-educated laity comprised of individuals who are more knowledgeable about their
faith tradition than many clergymen. Yet the very existence of
these informed fundamentalists is itself a modern innovation,
given that folk-religion practices were the norm for the spiritual
life of the average person, rather than the religion of the clerics.
For example, so-called Catholic traditionalists (conservative Catholics who prefer the Latin Mass and the customs and
teachings of the pre–Vatican II Church) tend to be well versed
in papal encyclicals and the details of Catholic moral theology.
Many even learn Latin to be able to read church documents
in their original language. Yet, many of the accoutrements of
Catholic traditionalism—the Latin-English hand missals, the
lace mantillas, easy access to ecclesiastical documents—did
not come into existence until after Vatican II. While Catholic
traditionalists might look down on the Hispanic and Asian
women who inevitably congregate in front of unapproved
apparitions of the Virgin Mary that appear on tree trunks or
tortillas, such activities are much more “traditional” than laymen attempting to study Thomas Aquinas’s Summa in Latin.
The prevalence of folk religion and folk magic has several
important implications. From the perspective of fundamentalist religionists, who put great emphasis on the importance of
orthodoxy and orthopraxy, it is clear that our ancestors were
“doing religion wrong” with their folk practices and deserve
to be in Hell. But living in preliterate societies, how could they
have behaved any differently? Why should billions of premodern believers, who were probably even more fervent in
their piety than modern fundamentalists, be condemned to
eternal punishment just because their illiteracy and poverty
made it impossible for them to eliminate certain superstitious
practices? The question of their dismal metaphysical fate

becomes even more troubling when one realizes that these
individuals lived in countries that were explicitly stated to be
Christian in nature, had no separation between church and
state, and where religious officials were on the government
payroll. That “Christian nations” were content to let the bulk
of their subjects persist in superstition and ignorance should
give anyone agitating for an American confessional state
reason to pause.
With this in mind, it should be clear that fundamentalists
are not really seeking to bring back some mythical golden age
so much as they are self-consciously trying to spawn a new,
radically reactionary, and self-conscious religious culture that
aims to stand apart from—and eventually conquer—secular
society. Clearly, fundamentalists do not want to return to the
days when a dog could be venerated as a saint, as evinced
by their embarrassment at their modern coreligionists who
persist in folk-religion activities.
Yet I would say that the followers of Saint Guinefort and
their modern counterparts who worship at the altar of Juan
Soldado were, and are, much more indicative of how religion
actually functions for the average believer. When fundamentalists claim to be acting in the name of some ill-defined tradition, or when they express a desire to return to the good old
days, humanists should remind them that the real old-time
religion isn’t what they imagine it to be.
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One Easter Five Ways
James H. Dee

M

ost readers of this magazine will not require special persuasion to dismiss Christian claims for the
Resurrection, but it might be very helpful in any discussion with believers to have quick access to a clear and
detailed presentation of the inconsistencies and self-contradictions in the biblical accounts. The problems made
explicit here can be added to more general arguments that
weigh heavily against traditional Christian doctrines. Some
of those involve larger issues within the confines of biblical
scholarship, while others are more scientific and philosophical in nature (for example, whether miracles are credible—or even, philosophically speaking, possible). Alexander

“. . . It might be very helpful in any discussion with
believers to have quick access to a clear and
detailed presentation of the inconsistencies and
self-contradictions in the biblical accounts.”

Wedderburn’s Beyond Resurrection and Gerd Lüdemann’s
The Resurrection of Jesus are probably the most effective
modern critiques of the Resurrection; for miracles and other
philosophical topics, the online Stanford Encyclopedia of
Philosophy is an excellent entry point.
My title, perhaps cryptic at first sight, echoes a minor classic from a bygone era (that is, the world of print-on-paper
publication): One Book/Five Ways: The Publishing Procedures
of Five University Presses. It shows in remarkable detail the
different approaches taken by publishing staffs at universities at Chicago, MIT, North Carolina, Texas, and Toronto to a
manuscript titled No Time for Houseplants. Each press agreed
to treat it as a real project and record the entire process as
it passed through their administrative, acquisitions, editorial, design, production, and sales departments; the book
was eventually published by the University of Oklahoma
Press. The numerical parallel to the five major sources for
the New Testament Resurrection stories inspired me to offer
Free Inquiry readers the accompanying chart, adapted and
expanded from Dan Barker’s Losing Faith in Faith. Barker
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poses a series of questions with text-based answers, challenging Christians to produce an internally consistent Easter
narrative, using every item and omitting none, from those
supposedly “inerrant” sources. More than two decades later,
Barker’s challenge remains unanswered by the Christian
world; I hope the adjoining material will show with maximum
clarity why it cannot be done.

I

’ve organized the texts into five vertical columns, starting
with Paul’s First Corinthians (which dates from the mid-50s
CE and is thus our oldest—and yet least informative—source
for the Resurrection), followed by the four Gospels, arranged
in the chronological order of their composition as
accepted by the majority of scholars: Mark (ca. 70
CE); Matthew (ca. 80–90); Luke/Acts (ca. 85–90); and
John (ca. 90–110). This multicolumn approach has a
substantial history in Bible scholarship, starting with
the Hexapla (Six-fold) text of Origen, created around
240 CE, which displayed Hebrew and Greek versions
of the Old Testament. Almost a century ago, Ernest
Burton and E. J. Goodspeed created two splendidly
readable triple-column layouts of the Synoptic Gospels, showing the Greek originals alongside English
translations phrase by phrase. The clarity of this form
of presentation makes it easy to see both the word-for-word
identity that led to the specialized application of the word
synoptic (from 1841 in the Oxford English Dictionary)—and
also the many places, especially in the Resurrection passages,
where the texts depart, often significantly, from that lockstep
uniformity, highlighting the failure of the traditions to preserve even a minimally coherent account of this supposedly
world-changing event.*
For an even stronger visual effect, Allan Barr’s Diagram
of Synoptic Relationships uses four color-coded columns
*For serious scholarly work, the great resources are the Synopsis
Quattuor Evangeliorum by Kurt Aland (Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 2001) and Synopse der Drei Ersten Evangelien by Albert Huck
and Heinrich Greeven (Tübingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 1981). As an indication of the difficulty in reconciling New Testament textual traditions,
Greeven notes (page x) that his text differs from the then-standard
Greek New Testament edition, known in the trade as Nestle-Aland26,
about nine times per chapter; there are sixty-eight chapters in the
Synoptics, so that would mean more than six hundred divergences.
Many are admittedly not very significant, but that number shows the
impossibility of recovering an original “inerrant” text from thousands
of variant readings.

(Matthew, Mark, Luke, and Matthew again, in order to create
a side-by-side comparison of Matthew and Luke). There is, by
the way, in the otherwise remote field of Shakespeare studies,
a purely coincidental but quite striking parallel to this A-B-C-A
arrangement: Paul Bertram and Beatrice W. Kliman’s engagingly titled Three-Text Hamlet arrays the two Quartos and the
First Folio in four columns (Q1, Q2, F1, and Q1 again, to focus
on its idiosyncratic transpositions).
For the severely streamlined treatment given here, I haven’t quoted texts in their entirety, but I have added quotation
marks to show where seemingly fragmentary phrases are
in fact precise translations of the original Greek text. Also,
green indicates identical expressions within the Synoptics
(once in John), and red indicates passages at the end of
Mark universally agreed to be later than the original text
(16:9–19, including the phrase that “justifies” the deadly folly
of snake-handling). This way of looking at familiar materials
has two different purposes: first, it reveals the discrepancies in
the Easter stories directly by immediate juxtaposition instead
of obscuring them in the marginal cross-references that you
find in many Bibles; second, it exposes even more forcefully
the fact that the frequent Synoptic triple parallelisms are
completely absent from the post-Easter-morning episodes.
In fact, not one episode has so much as a double attestation.
The discrepancies in the biblical accounts were papered
over for centuries as the product of fallible transmission of
inevitably different storytellings across the decades of the
first Christian century. Serious scholarly evaluation of the
Resurrection narratives began only in the Enlightenment with
the work, done in secret and not published in his lifetime, by
Hermann Samuel Reimarus; Albert Schweitzer’s pathbreaking
Quest of the Historical Jesus appropriately places Reimarus
first in his survey of the origins of the “historical-critical”
movement. Today, it matters less that Reimarus’s interpretation was wrong (he argued that the disciples themselves
stole the body and fabricated the Resurrection) than that he
was willing to ask bold questions and seek rational answers,
refusing to accept the pious “harmonizing” and naive “magical thinking” of the past.

E

ven though there have been three “quests” to find reliable
information about the “Historical Jesus,” modern scholars
are painfully aware that the more they dig, the less reassuring the results are. This is especially true of the Resurrection
accounts, as can be seen from two very telling refusals. The
late Catholic priest Raymond Brown spends 1,600 pages of
The Death of the Messiah on the “Passion Narratives” without
addressing the Resurrection at all. He attempts to make a joke
about this remarkable omission, saying that he “would rather
explore that area ‘face to face’”—but this only underlines his
avoidance of the problem. Perhaps even more striking is the
announced plan of the Jesuit scholar John Meier not to deal
with the Resurrection in the fifth and final volume of his monumental biographical study of Jesus, A Marginal Jew, which
already covers more than three thousand pages.
One of the most famous pronouncements against the

Resurrection is regularly attributed to Rudolf Bultmann,
based on a 1941 lecture in which he called for “demythologizing” the New Testament. The first Christians proclaimed “He is
risen” as the fundamental article of their faith, and the Greek
word for “proclamation” is kêrygma; so the laconic phrase
ascribed to Bultmann is “Jesus rose into the kerygma”—
delicately suggesting that he didn’t rise into the world of
the living in any physical or historical sense. (In fairness to
Bultmann, I should acknowledge that this notoriously compact formulation doesn’t occur in that essay or, as far as I can
tell, anywhere else in his voluminous writings.) The charts presented here may help interested secularists see—to use an old
word in a new way—synoptically just what lies behind
that memorable aphorism.
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“Mary Magdalene and the
other Mary” (28:1)

“As it began to dawn” (28:1)

Matthew (ca. 80–90)

Tomb already seen (15:47)
“To see the tomb” (28:1)
“Bought spices to anoint him”		
(16:1)		
“Who will roll the stone?” (16:3)

“Mary Magdalene, Mary mother
of Iakob, Salome” (16:1)

“Very early” (16:2)

Mark (ca. 70)

Tomb already seen (23:55)
“Brought spices and myrrh”
(23:56)

“Mary M., Ioana, Mary mother
of Iakob”; other women (24:10)

“At early dawn” (24:1)

Luke/Acts (ca. 85–90)

“Sitting on the right” (16:5)

“A youth . . . in white clothing”
(16:5)

What did they do?
“Fled from the tomb; trembling
and fear seized them.” (16:8)

“Be not amazed; you seek
Jesus of Nazareth, the crucified
He is risen, he is not here.
		
See the place where they
put him.
But go, tell his disciples
and Peter
that he goes ahead of you
to Galilee; there you will
see him, as he said to you.”
(16:6–7)

What was said?

Where?

Who was there?

“Ran with fear and joy to report
to disciples.” (28:8)

“Fear not, for I know you seek
Jesus the crucified one.
He is not here, for he is risen,
just as he said.
Come, see the place where
he lay.
Go quickly, tell his disciples,
He is risen from the dead and
lo, he goes ahead of you
to Galilee; there you will
see him. Lo, I have told you.”
(28:5–7)

“Sat on the rock” (28:2)

“An angel . . . clothing white as
snow” (28:2,5)

“Recalled his words and reported
all this to the eleven.” (24:8–9)

“Why do you seek the living
among the dead?
He is not here, he is risen.
Do you recall how he
said to you in Galilee, that
the son of man must be delivered
to the hands of sinful men and
crucified and resurrected on the
third day?” (24:5–6)

“Stood before them” (24:4)

“Two men in shining garments”;
“fearful and looking down” (24:3)

Yes: “stone rolled away” (16:4)
No: guard in place (27:65f.);
Yes: “stone rolled away” (24:2)
“It was very large” (16:4)
earthquake; angel rolls stone
“Didn’t find body” (24:3)
		
(28:2)
				
				
				
				
				

Was the tomb open?

Why did they come?

Who arrived at the tomb?

What was the time?
“On the third day” (15:4)

Paul 1 Cor. (ca. 56 CE)

“One at head, one at feet” (20:12)

“Two angels in white” (20:12)

Mary tells Simon Peter and
Beloved Disciple; they race to
tomb; Disciple only looks in,
Peter goes in first; they go back
(20:3–10).

Yes: “stone removed” (20:1)

Body treated before they
arrived (19:39f.)

“Mary Magdalene” (20:1)

“Early, it was still dark” (20:1)

John (ca. 90–110)

Adapted from Dan Barker, Losing Faith in Faith, pp. 182–184 (= Godless, pp. 284–289). Quotation marks = literal translation from Greek; green = passages that are identical (or
nearly so) in the Greek; red = spurious text.
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Was there an Ascension?
No
Yes: Jerusalem (16:19)
some doubt (28:16–17)
return to Jerusalem (24:50–53)
		

No: eleven in Galilee; they worship,
Commission (28:18–20)

Luke: Yes: Bethany; disciples
Acts: Yes: Mt. of Olives (1:9, 12)

Luke: No: immediate ascent (24:50)
Acts: Yes: forty days (1:3)

Did Jesus stay on Earth?
How long?
No: immediate ascent (16:19)		
			

Yes: seen by Simon (24:34)

Emmaus (24:13)
Jerusalem (24:36)

Emmaus: speaks and walks;
vanishes (24:13–32)
Jerusalem: “appeared to Simon”;
Jesus appears; fright and doubt;
reprimand: “Why troubled?”;
shows hands and feet; eats fish;
“Stay in city”; Commission
(24:36–49)

No: “the rest” did not (16:13)		

Field (16:12)
Mountain in Galilee (28:16)
The eleven at meal (16:14)		

Two on walk to Emmaus (24:13)
The eleven and others in Jerusalem
(24:36)

Yes: touch hands and feet (24:39)

Reprimand: “Go” (16:14)
Worship and doubt; “Go” (28:17)
		
Corpses wander “after his
		
resurrection” (27:53)
		
Guards report, paid to say
		
disciples stole body (28:11–15)
			
			
			

What happened next?

Did everyone believe?

Where did he appear?

Who else saw him?
Appeared to: Cephas; the twelve;
Two in field, “other form” (16:12)		
500 brethren at once “on high”; The eleven (16:14)
The eleven disciples (28:16)
Iakob; all apostles; “finally,			
like an untimely birth, to me”
(15:5–8)

Yes: touched his feet (28:9)

No		

Yes: eight+ days (20:26, 21:4)

Through door/walls; joy;
blessing; no reprimand (20:19)
Doubting Thomas (20:24–29)

Jerusalem: room (20:19)

Ten disciples, not including
Thomas (20:19)

No (20:17); Yes: Thomas (20:27)

Yes: reported to disciples (20:18)
Yes: Peter and Beloved went (20:3)

Could he be touched?
		

Yes: reported to eleven and rest (24:9)
No: seemed nonsense (24:11)

“Woman, why do you weep?”
Whom do you seek?” (20:13)
M. sees him as gardener (20:14)
“Touch me not, for I have not yet
ascended to the Father; go tell
my brothers I am going to my
Father and yours and my god
and yours” (20:17)

Yes: reported to disciples (28:8)
Yes: they go to Galilee (28:16)

Jesus greets them; they prostrate
themselves; “Fear not; go, tell
my brothers they will see me
in Galilee.” (28:9–10)

Appeared to M. first (16:9)
Met women as they left (28:8)
No sighting
				
				
				
				
				
				
				

When was Jesus first seen?

No: “said nothing” (16:8)
		

Was the report made/believed?

What else happened?
		
		
		
		

Middle East Deadlock:
Where Do You Stand?
Tom Flynn

What’s your name again? Pandora, you say. Nice to meet you.
Lovely box you have there. Mind if I look inside?

I

n all the years that Council for Secular Humanism founder
Paul Kurtz was Free Inquiry’s editor in chief, there was only
one article of mine that he killed. It was 1991, and I’d
written a short opinion piece criticizing the United Nations
General Assembly for revoking its 1975 Resolution 3379
rebuking Zionism as “a form of racism and racial discrimination.” Paul rejected it, and when I asked him why, he said that
he was fearful of how readers would respond. Since then,
Free Inquiry may have taken too little notice of the complex,
unfolding tragedy in the Middle East—in later years, at least,
not by conscious policy but rather by happenstance.
It’s time to remedy that omission, even if that too owes
something to happenstance.
In the October/November 2014 issue, Nat Hentoff wrote
a column on Israel’s Operation Protective Edge in Gaza (and
Hamas’s response) in summer and fall 2014 that took both
sides to task. Its title, “Israel, Attacked by Hamas, Annuls Its
Free Speech History,” was critical of Israel. Hentoff upbraided
the Israeli government for banning a human-rights group’s
radio ad reciting the names of Palestinian children killed in
Gaza during the war. He voiced the hope that as it had done
before, Israel’s Supreme Court would reverse this action as
“antithetical to the nation’s fundamental values.” Further,
Hentoff gently rebuked Israel’s targeting practices: “I am
aware that Israel claims it has made every effort to notify
targets of its return fire in advance so that they can remove
themselves in time—and I believe that—but how successfully
careful has this planning been when targets have included
sites where children could be expected to be found, including
schools and United Nations (UN) refugee centers?”
But Hentoff also reproached Hamas, finding it the more
dire offender. For one thing, Israel has a supreme court with
a record of holding the government to moral account; Hamas
has none. For another, Hamas is a terrorist organization
whose presence in the unified Palestinian government, on
Hentoff’s view, taints the Palestinian cause. “The near consensus of many nations is that Israel is primarily to blame.
They ignore the facts,” Hentoff concluded. “If Hamas is not
disestablished, death will continue to triumph.”
Though Hentoff had gored both oxen, all the letters we
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received came from critics of Israel who thought Hentoff had
disregarded Israel’s long oppression of the Palestinians. We
published two edited letters by Barry Seidman and Guillermo
Kuhl in the December 2014/January 2015 issue. In response
to those came a furious missive by Sheldon F. Gottlieb, a longtime friend of the magazine and the sort of ardent Zionist
whose reaction Paul Kurtz might have been worrying about
back in 1991. (As it happens, Gottlieb had an article, “The
Day God Lied,” in the same issue in which Hentoff’s column
appeared.)
That’s when the proverbial lightbulb lit up. If Free Inquiry
had committed—pardon the expression—a sin of omission in
paying so little mind to the perennial and largely religion-inflected crises that roil the Middle East, what better way
to—pardon the expression again—atone than by inviting all
FI readers to have their say? Additionally, what better way
to demonstrate the commitment to free and untrammeled
inquiry than by launching a wide-ranging yet civil discourse
on one of the most controversial topics in American life?
To begin the discourse—as it were, to give Pandora’s box a
hard shake—we present five varied items: Sheldon Gottlieb’s
response to the pro-Palestinian letters by Seidman and Kuhl;
replies to Gottlieb by Seidman and Kuhl; my own modest
attempt to present a brief case against Israel; and Center for
Inquiry Chair Eddie Tabash’s presentation of a case for Israel.
The next move, readers, rests with you. Where should secular humanists stand on Israel, Palestine, or any other aspect
of the abiding deadlock in the Middle East? More important,
where do you stand? Now is the time to speak your mind.
Send your responses to deadlock@secularhumanism.org or
to Deadlock, c/o Free Inquiry, P.O. Box 664, Amherst, NY
14226-0664. What use we will make of the responses will
depend on how many of them we get and how intriguing
they are. I am optimistic on both counts. The last time FI
extended an open invitation for reader writings, the result
was “The Faith I Left Behind,” a series of articles that ran in
four consecutive issues during 2014 and resulted in a new
book from Inquiry Press. Few subjects are more multifaceted,
intractable, and polarizing than the Middle East.
I declare this subject—and with it, Pandora’s box—open!
Tom Flynn is the editor of F ree I nquiry .

Reflections on Editorial Attitudes
Sheldon F. Gottlieb

W

hile reading the letters in the December 2014/
January 2015 issue commenting on Nat Hentoff’s
article in the previous issue, I wondered why the
editors of a journal dedicated to humanism and devoted to
using science, fact, and reason to understand the universe
and solve human problems would publish commentary that
was virtually indistinguishable from anti-Semitism. Neither
Barry Seidman’s nor Guillermo Kuhl’s letter added to the
discussion of Hentoff’s piece. Instead, both writers used it as
a platform to promulgate their antisocial views, not just of
Israel but also the Jewish people.
Unlike Seidman and Kuhl, who just made unsubstantiated,
abhorrent charges, I will respond with specific examples using
their writings. But, first, I want to mention some of my philosophy
with respect to critical thinking about religion and hate and
some observations on human behavior pertaining to hate.
I have no qualms about challenging the illogic and
unsubstantiated claims of any religion. I did so during my
working years in classrooms, in churches, in public forums,
and on radio and television, as well as in letters to the editor and op-ed pieces. I still do it, although I am retired. I
have always considered it an insult to human intelligence
when people in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries
resort to supernatural explanations for natural phenomena. I consider this antisocial behavior—inimical to the
health and welfare of the public and the economic and
political growth and stability of society, as well as to the safety
and security of the nation.
However, when it comes to criticizing Judaism, there is
a great tendency on the part of angry, ideologically driven
people to use that opportunity to cross the line between
legitimate religious and even political criticism and the realm
of anti-Semitism—the specifically directed animus toward
Jews and Judaism, the world’s oldest and continuous hatred.
There are good reasons Maurice Samuels called anti-Semitism
“The Great Hatred” and Harry Golden referred to it as the one
constant in Western civilization. From its earliest beginnings,
incipient Christianity used anti-Semitism as a tool to separate
itself from its Judaic roots. Later, the Roman Catholic Church
and its numerous Christian derivatives, as well as its sacred
Scripture, drove anti-Semitic attitudes deep into all aspects of
Western culture. There are counterparts to all of this behavior
in the Muslim world. Along with its own versions of anti-Semi-

tism, Muslims also incorporated aspects of Christian anti-Semitism into Islamic culture.
Anti-Semitism may be characterized as an infectious social
disease primarily but not solely afflicting Gentiles. There is
no antibiotic to cure it nor vaccine to prevent it. The Jewish
people bear its brunt. The closest approximation to a preventive is education, but however important education may
be, it is imperfect in its results. This is not the time or place to
explore the reasons for such failings. Periodically, a pandemic
of anti-Semitism breaks out, such as the recent, rapid rise and
spread of an anti-Semitic infection throughout Europe and
the Muslim world, which is slowly “crossing the pond” to the
United States. An interesting observation is that this infection
has occurred even in the absence of Jews in some places.

“I have no qualms about challenging the illogic and
unsubstantiated claims of any religion.”

Certain stereotypical characterizations of Jews have
become part of normal speech, even when people don’t
realize the hurtful and harmful nature of their ignorant comments. A number of people, here and abroad, have felt my
wrath for having used certain expressions such as “Jew me
down.”
I have an aversion to unwarranted hate, especially when it
is ideologically driven. Not surprising, the theme of my book
The Naked Mind is the deadly influence of such ideology in
society. I also have a very special abhorrence of unsubstantiated and unwarranted hate, such as that which manifests
itself in anti-Semitism and anti-Israelism—which, in truth, is
just another way of expressing hatred of Jews and Judaism
under the guise of political criticism. I respond to articles or
letters to the editor that appear in magazines or newspapers
that express such antisocial thoughts or behavior. Indeed, I
have quite a collection of such publications.
secularhumanism.org
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misrepresentations of the writings of other people.* Honest
scholars, in contrast to political ideologues expressing a specific animus, do not reference lies and misrepresentations as
their sole source of information.
Guillermo Kuhl demonstrated an apparent anti-Semitic
animus, not only against Israel but against the Jewish people
generally, when he wrote his version of the ancient anti-Semitic canard about Jews and the media: “It boggles the
mind how Israeli propagandists infiltrate every medium in
the United States, including what I thought to be a skeptical
magazine such as Free Inquiry.” Kuhl seems to think it is not
permissible for Jewish propagandists to infiltrate the media
but that it is permissible for anti-Israel, pro-“Palestinian” propagandists to do so. How did the editors of FI not recognize
this animus for what it is? Negative stereotypical statements
about Jews in the media, like accusations about
Jews affecting the economic life of communities
and nations, are examples of hateful expressions
of traditional anti-Semitism. Such stereotypical
“. . . When it comes to criticizing Judaism, there is a
characterizations more than imply that Jews do
not act as individuals but only as agents of a
great tendency on the part of angry, ideologically driven
larger Jewish conspiracy. They are shades of the
people to use that opportunity to cross the line between
vicious anti-Semitism expressed in the greatest
legitimate religious and even political criticism and
hoax/forgery ever composed, The Protocols of the
Meetings of the Learned Elders of Zion.
the realm of anti-Semitism. . . .”
Kuhl continued his letter with sweeping generalizations filled with Chomsky-like falsehoods
and misinformation—common in anti-Semitic
discourse—of presumed crimes of Israel against
“Palestinians”—“I can go on and on and enumerate the
demonstrated a greater interest when they were shown how
hundreds of crimes. . . .”—for which, of course, there is not
each aspect of a subject shaped and affected their personal
a shred of evidence. Apparently, he made these statements
lives, as well as that of society. Such was the case even when
for just one purpose: portraying Israel and Jews in a negative
discussing the intricacies of metabolism, membranes, or genic
light.
phenomena and the like. Unfortunately but not surprisingly
Thus, when the editors of FI, a magazine devoted to skepin the Bible Belt, problems arose when teaching evolution.
ticism, fact, reason, science, and humanism, hypocritically
I find it despicable and unpardonable when supposedly
publishes drivel, which knowledgeable and reasonable peointelligent and educated people permit politically motivated
ple would find indistinguishable from anti-Semitism and
ideologies and hate to trump reason and fact.
which adds nothing to a conversation, as learned commenBarry Seidman’s enmity toward Israel manifested itself
tary (see my remarks above regarding the failure of educaby the heartburn he apparently has over the fact that Israel
tion), how can I not help but wonder about their motives and
exercises its natural right to self-defense against the terrorist
whether there is hope for the rest of society?
attacks by Hamas that Hentoff referred to. Instead, Seidman
claimed that it is the “Palestinians” (my quotes) who have
*See Stefan Kanfer, “America’s Dumbest Intellectual,” http://www.
city-journal.org/printable.php?id=831; Paul Bogdanor, “The Chomsky
the right to defend themselves, since Israel has engaged in
Hoax,” http://www paulbogdanor.com/chomskyhoax.html; and
crimes against humanity. Instead of concrete examples to
“The Top 200 Chomsky Lies,” http://www.paulbogdanor.com/
buttress his argument, he referenced the anti-Israel Marxist,
chomsky/200chomskylies.pdf.
Noam Chomsky, as his source of information. Yet Chomsky’s
views on foreign affairs, especially on the Arab Muslim war of
Sheldon F. Gottlieb is a retired physiologist and professor of biological
extinction against Israel, have been debunked endlessly: time
sciences who writes on science for professional and public consumption.
and again, Chomsky’s arguments against Israel have been
He is the author of The Naked Mind (Best Publishing Company, 2003).
proven to be based on lies, disinformation, omissions, and the
I have spent a good part of my adult life fighting ignorance, with particular reference to science and its effects on
all aspects of the environment and life. I have had a special
interest in educating the public on unwarranted hate, not
just of Jews but of all people, irrespective of their ethnicity,
race, sexuality, and so forth. I have tried to encourage people
to replace the condescending word tolerance with the word
respect in their speech.
Most of this activity has occurred not just in my classrooms
but also in public appearances in churches and before various
civic groups, as well as on radio and television in communities in which I have lived. My philosophical approach to
teaching involved my introducing students to broad personal
and societal perspectives as I presented on whatever subject
matter was at hand. Both science and nonscience students
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MIDDLE EAST DEADLOCK: WHERE DO YOU STAND?

Humanism Under Fire:
When Atheists Have to
Face Applied Humanism
Barry F. Seidman

I

was invited to respond to Dr. Sheldon Gottlieb’s essay,
tigation as through political ideas and actions. If we more
which was itself a response to two letters to the ediconsistently applied humanist ethics to the Israeli-Palestinian
tor—one by myself—concerning how humanists ought to
conflict, we might not see such unfortunate commentaries as
regard the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. My letter addressed
Hentoff’s published in the flagship magazine of the Council
Nat Hentoff’s essay in the October/November 2014 Free
for Secular Humanism.
Inquiry, in which he defended the recent actions of Israel
In an essay I wrote for a collection I edited about a decade
against the Palestinian people in Gaza. Hentoff could not
ago, Toward a New Political Humanism (TNPH), I discussed the
understand anyone taking the Palestinian “side” because,
history of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and suggested sevafter all, they are “terrorists,” and no peace will ever come to
eral humanistic approaches toward ending the apartheid and
the region as long as groups such as Hamas exist. My letter
violence associated with it. TNPH was about applied humanspoke to my bewilderment, frustration, and even despair at
ist ethics and at the time was one of the few texts urging
how anyone who self-identifies as a humanist
could be so blind to the crimes of the Zionist
state.
I have been involved officially and unofficially
in the freethought/humanist community since
“My letter spoke to my bewilderment, frustration, and even
the late 1990s. I was once employed by the Center
despair at how anyone who self-identifies as a humanist
for Inquiry, and I still produce the radio broadcast
could be so blind to the crimes of the Zionist state.”
I began at that time, Equal Time for Freethought,
on WBAI in New York City. One of the topics I
have repeatedly featured is how humanism—and
individual humanists—should express sociopolitical viewpoints. Engaging in dialogue on this
issue, I am often reminded that one key aspect of
humanists not only to avoid being apolitical but to engage
humanism is that it is informed by scientific naturalism and is
vigorously in the political landscape if they are serious about
skeptical of religious and other supernatural and paranormal
the ethics they so often express (albeit usually when confrontclaims. Others point to the ethical foundations for humanism
ing religious ideas and morality). Obviously, any such effort
as described in several manifestoes and the long progressive
must be built on evidence, critical thinking, and an objective
history of humanist thought. To me, all of these elements lie
survey (insofar as possible) of the subject under discussion.
at the core of humanism, but while many who call themselves
Also, our expression should be tempered by compassion,
humanists apply its skepticism, naturalism, and atheism in the
empathy, and a genuine wish to leave the world healthier
real world, too many fail to apply the ethical codes of humanism, which tend to be manifested not so much through investhan when we entered into the debate. Let us try to apply
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Sut Jhally. Also, for an introduction to how the horrors of the
Holocaust have been used to stop debate in its tracks and
justify unsavory Israeli actions against the Palestinians—to
say nothing of the knee-jerk use of the term anti-Semitism
to frighten anyone who does not toe the Zionist party line—
read the works of Dr. Norman Finkelstein, both of whose
parents survived Nazi concentration camps.
I expect that Dr. Gottlieb will ignore these sources, preferring confirmation bias over free inquiry. He has already made
poorly sourced claims about one of the strongest intellects
of our time, the humanist Noam Chomsky. It is interesting
to note that while Zionists and their sympathizers ascribe
bigoted motives to non-Jews who criticize the government of Israel and/or the political ideology of
Zionism, they grow uniquely frustrated and angry
when confronted by Jews (whether atheistic or religious) such as Finkelstein, Chomsky, and, I suppose,
“I . . . understand that the desires, plans, and behavior
even myself. They see us as particularly threatening
of the Zionists regarding Israel had (and has) much less to to their efforts to impute legitimacy to pro-Israel
propaganda. Just as right-wing whites tended to
do with finding peace than creating (and sustaining)
grow more upset with liberal whites who defended
a nation on land that was already inhabited. . . .”
civil rights than with African-American activists,
contemporary Zionists are more concerned about
anti-Zionist Jews than about non-Jews who criticize
Israel’s politics. What frustrates me is that while so
many are so busily trying to defend the indefensible, hardly anyone is offering solutions on how to
bring
peace
to both Palestinians and Israelis.
last several thousand years, I also understand that the desires,
Among those who are writing about what could be done
plans, and behavior of the Zionists regarding Israel had (and
is another person of Jewish heritage, Joel Kovel, with his book
has) much less to do with finding peace than creating (and
Overcoming Zionism.Yet, unless the United States gets behind
sustaining) a nation on land that was already inhabited—an
such an evenhanded peace effort, I’m afraid it won’t happen.
ethnic state that some might call a theocracy–in exchange for
What the United States keeps doing instead is funding Israel’s
Israel keeping an eye on the region for the benefit of first the
terrorist efforts against the Palestinians. And the children
United Kingdom and later the United States.
keep dying. I don’t know about anyone’s opinions reading
In an essay in TNPH, I argued that the Zionists never
this essay, but somehow acceding to this shameful state of
planned to live peacefully and equally with the Palestinians
affairs doesn’t feel like humanism to me. And if humanism is
and, therefore, began the process of ethnic cleansing early
content to stand by while Palestine suffers, then humanism
on. This process continues to the present time. The recent horhas failed, and failed mightily.
rific attacks on Gaza were claimed to be a defensive action,
but they were in fact yet another offensive designed to chill
Palestinian resistance and as leverage for grabbing even
more land in the West Bank. The rest of the world seems to
be far better educated about the ongoing conflict than most
Americans are. That so many Americans can either willfully
Barry F. Seidman is the executive producer and host of Equal Time
for Freet hought. He has worked as a humanist/freethought community
ignore the overwhelming evidence for the crimes against
leader and events coordinator for the Council for Secular Humanism and
humanity of which Israel is guilty or claim that the murderous
the Center for Inquiry. His writing has been published in numerous periactions of the Israeli government are defensive shows how
odicals, including F ree I nquiry , Philosophy Now, the Skeptic UK, New
successful decades of pro-Zionist propaganda, Israeli and
Humanist, Biotechnology News, and Skeptical Inquirer. He is coeditor
American, has been. For a better understanding of how this
of the anthology Toward a New Political Humanism.
happened, I highly recommend the documentary Peace and
these principles to considering the Middle East situation.
There is hardly space in this essay to discuss the origins
of the conflict, but certain aspects of the story are clear.
According to all accounts, Israel was given to the Jews after
World War II without any consultation with the indigenous
population. This was in response to the horrific treatment the
Jewish people had (barely) endured under czarist Russia, the
Soviet Union, and of course, Nazi Germany. Indeed, many still
argue that there need not be any other reason for the legitimacy of the State of Israel but the Holocaust. While I, as a person of Jewish heritage, absolutely understand the need for
a safe haven for one of the most persecuted peoples of the
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Criticizing Zionist Crimes
Is Not Anti-Semitic
Guillermo Kuhl

S

heldon Gottlieb’s vociferous letter suggests a new
McCarthyism. It levels unfair allegations at any who criticize Israel for its appalling occupation and treatment
of the Palestinian people. Here again is the accusation that
anyone who criticizes Israel’s policies is anti-Semitic. Yet how
can this be, when from 1975 to 1991 the United Nations
General Assembly held (rightly, in my view) that Zionism
itself is a form of racism?
What I find odious is the ease with which the label
“anti-Semitic” is hurled at those of us who are simply raising
our voices against actions of the Israeli government that we
consider to be little short of criminal. Such a strategy seems
designed to distract and confuse while attempting to defend
the indefensible.
Nelson Mandela frequently declared that “Palestine
was the greatest moral issue of our time,” for which
even he was called anti-Semitic. But such efforts to
“.
discredit and destroy Mandela’s character did not
deter him. Indeed, he went further, saying, “We
South Africans cannot consider ourselves free until
the Palestinian People are free.”
Now, I ask, how can anyone justify Israel’s gruesome assault on the people of Gaza during the fifty-one
nightmarish days of Operation Protective Edge? According to
the United Nations, 2,131 Palestinians were killed; of those,
501 were children. Some 10,918 were injured, and 10,920
houses were damaged or destroyed. Eight hospitals were
damaged or destroyed, with six being taken out of service.
Some 46 nongovernmental organizations, 50 fishing boats,
161 mosques, and 244 vehicles were also bombed. Even after
the conclusion of that assault, Israeli cruelty in the West Bank
continued.

Will the Real Humanists Please Stand Up?
Israel’s crimes go against humanist principles, decency, and
basic justice. Especially in America, members of the public are
inadequately informed, thanks in part to a powerful pro-Is-

rael lobby that strongly influences the U.S. Congress, the
media, think tanks, and public opinion. Corporate media, for
their part, tend to cover the Middle East in ways that deny the
humanity of the Palestinian people and prevent the American
public from seeing the issues clearly.
It is hard to quantify the psychological effect that forty-seven years of occupation have had on the Palestinians.
Imprisonment is widespread—20 percent of all Palestinians
and almost 40 percent of Palestinian men have been imprisoned at some point during their lives. Torture is commonplace. Palestinians suffer also from harsh restrictions on their
freedom of movement and the systematic denial of their
national identity. Such is everyday reality for Palestinians living under the Israeli occupation.

. . From 1975 to 1991 the United Nations General
Assembly held (rightly, in my view) that Zionism
itself is a form of racism. . . .”
Could anyone say that it is hasty to call for the simple
implementation of dozens of United Nations decisions and
Security Council resolutions that direct the rights of the
Palestinians to be respected? The people of Palestine want to
live in a free and independent state of their own. In my view,
anything short of an end to the Israeli occupation, a return to
a Palestinian state with borders as they existed in 1967, and a
commitment to share Jerusalem as an open city would be a
vote in favor of occupation, oppression, and colonialism.

Guillermo Kuhl emigrated from Nicaragua to the United States in 1978
because of the Somoza dictatorship. He now lives in Atlanta, where he
and his wife are raising a family committed to social justice.
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Perhaps the World’s Shortest
Argument Against Israel
Tom Flynn

W

hat follows is my personal opinion and should not
be interpreted as the official position of the Center
for Inquiry, the Council for Secular Humanism, or Free

Inquiry.
I am critical of Israel for several reasons, but in the interest
of brevity I will focus solely on the simplest and most foundational one. I will express it as succinctly as possible. It may
constitute the world’s shortest argument against Israel. Keep
your eyes open. Inattentive readers might overlook it.
I mean it. Don’t blink.

“Consider the State of Israel. . . . Discrimination is
built into its foundations. It cannot be avoided.”

Here goes: Discrimination is wrong.
All right, some readers might find that too short. So here
it is again, in just slightly greater detail: Discrimination—
whether on the basis of race, ethnicity, religion,* or any mixture thereof—is wrong. It is wrong whether the discrimination
was intended to harm a target group or benefit it. And it is
wrong whether the discrimination was undertaken with good
intent or ill.
Obviously, as a secularist, I object with special vehemence
when a government discriminates on the basis of religion.
Consider the State of Israel. Consider even the concept
*National origin, sexual orientation, and many other attributes also
belong on this list. But the attributes most relevant to this discussion
are race, ethnicity, and religion.
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of the State of Israel. Discrimination is built into its foundations. It cannot be avoided. For Israel to serve its purpose as
homeland for the Jewish people, it has to display preferential
treatment toward Jews. Consider the Law of Return, adopted
two years after Israel’s formation. It provides that any Jew,
no matter where in the world he or she currently lives and
no matter what citizenship he or she then holds, may live
in Israel and, upon fulfilling proper requirements, become
a citizen of Israel. (In 1970, it was extended to persons of
Jewish ancestry and their spouses.) That is an extraordinary
immigration policy, probably the only one of its type on
the planet. Yes, the Law of Return is well-intentioned. It
is meant to benefit, not harm, the group it singles out.
But the fact remains that it singles out a group, one
defined by an arbitrary attribute (religion, ethnicity, or
both). Therefore, it is discriminatory. It can scarcely be
otherwise.
I am a secularist, which is to say that, among other
things, I am a cosmopolitan and an opponent of sectarianism. The nondiscrimination principle introduced above is one
of my core principles. I think it is profoundly wrong when a
polity grants explicit, preferential advantage to any religious,
racial, or ethnic group. It is just as wrong as when a polity
imposes explicit disadvantage—that is to say, when it singles
out a group for oppression. Preferentialism and oppression
are the two faces of one foul coin.
Israel is a state that was created from scratch in large part
for the purpose of engaging in discrimination. Yes, it discriminates for the benefit of those it singles out, and yes, with
largely benevolent intent. But still it discriminates. Israel cannot be what it was meant to be unless it advantages Jewish
identity beyond the bounds of fairness. For that reason, I

MIDDLE EAST DEADLOCK: WHERE DO YOU STAND?

cannot support it.
But it is not enough to say that Israel discriminates for
the benefit of religious and/or ethnic Jews. When that wellmeant and preferential discrimination occurs, it is unavoidable that others will be disadvantaged; some social goods
are in finite supply, and their distribution is in effect a zerosum game. I’m willing to accept that some mistreatment of
Palestinians is a collateral effect of Israel’s persistent efforts to
benefit its Jewish citizens—that it is not motivated by active
hatred or by an explicit desire to do the Palestinians harm.
But I suspect that makes little difference to those Palestinians
who are harmed. Again, discrimination is wrong even when
it is well-intentioned and beneficial in intent. The oppressed
remain oppressed, no matter how well-intentioned toward
others their oppressors may be.
Since Israel’s formation, we have been able to see
several further experiments in racial, religious, and
ethnic discrimination that came after it. All ended
badly. Consider South Africa’s ruthless privileging
of whites during its apartheid years. More extreme
examples might include deplorable efforts to create ethno-religiously homogeneous populations by
means of ethnic cleansing (the Balkans) or outright
genocide (Rwanda).
Defenders of Israel generally revile the comparison with apartheid South Africa. They claim the two should
not be compared because South Africa discriminated according to race, while Jewish identity is not a racial attribute. That
strikes me as a distinction without a difference. Whether
based on race, ethnicity, or religion, all discrimination is objectionable. It can also be argued that comparing Israel with
South Africa is unfair because South Africa’s vicious repression of blacks was more odious than any collateral damage
Israel may have inflicted in the course of benefiting its Jewish
citizens. I expect that the Palestinians killed during Israel’s
recent offensive in Gaza would disagree, if they could. (Then
again, those Israelis who have lived in fear of Palestinian
rocket-fire would probably lodge objection to that. Much
complexity must be set to one side, if only temporarily, when
we focus on a foundational principle.)
I concede that racial discrimination of the sort practiced in
apartheid South Africa is not identical to the ethno-religious
discrimination that occurs in Israel; the two are distinguishable. Still, as forms of discrimination, both are invidious.
In the same way, United Nations General Assembly
Resolution 3379 (1975), which rebuked Zionism as “a form of
racism and racial discrimination,” was incorrect. As we have
seen, to the degree it is embodied in Israeli policy, Zionism
does not discriminate according to race. It discriminates
according to religion and ethnicity. Again, discrimination is

discrimination. Perhaps we should say that Resolution 3379
was wrong by a technicality. I remain regretful that it was
revoked.
Both preferentialism and oppression—whether on racial,
religious, ethnic, or other arbitrary grounds—are wrongs that
secular humanists should be quick to abhor. Yes, the situation
at the end of World War II, with hideous disclosures of Nazi
genocide pouring forth, was extraordinary. It may have come
as close as anything could to justifying a systematic effort
to discriminate in favor of world Jewry. Yet, discrimination
is still wrong. On my view, not even the vast wrong of the
Holocaust vindicates the further wrong of establishing a
nation founded, inescapably, on discriminatory principles.
While I’m being brief, allow me to sound off on one of
the most common, and to me, wrongheaded accusations

“Preferentialism and oppression are the
two faces of one foul coin.”

that people hurl at one another when debating this topic:
the accusation that to be critical of Israel in any way is to be
anti-Semitic. (I’m sure some will hurl that my way after they
read this essay.) I categorically reject that notion, but since
brevity is a virtue, I will stand aside and let Zbigniew Brzezinski,
national security adviser to President Jimmy Carter, dispatch it
for me: “[A]n anti-Israel bias is not the same as anti-Semitism.
To argue as much is to claim an altogether unique immunity
for Israel, untouchable by the kind of criticism that is normally
directed at the conduct of states.”*
In much the same way that oppression is the flip side of
preferentialism, an insistence that Israel and its conduct must
be above criticism is the obverse of the insistence that, say,
any speech Muslims find offensive should be banned. Surely a
commitment to (lowercase) free inquiry must reject both.

*Zbigniew Brzezinski, “A Dangerous Exemption,” Foreign Policy, July–
August 2006: 63
.

Tom Flynn is the editor of F ree I nquiry .
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Israel Has a Right to Exist
Edward Tabash

A

s chair of the board or directors of the Center for
Inquiry (CFI), I must first say that grappling with the
question of whether Israel has a right to exist in
its current form is not central to the core mission of CFI.
Atheists and scientific skeptics can disagree on this subject
and be equally welcome within the organization. The fact
that Tom Flynn and I disagree on this topic, even though
we are in agreement on countless other issues—the most

There are at least twenty-two Arab nations and only one
Israel. There is no reason to question the legality of the takeover by the League of Nations, after World War I, of the area
in dispute, which was, for about four hundred years, part of
the former Ottoman Empire. The League of Nations then
transferred responsibility for most of the geographic area
to the British government in what was known as the British
Mandate. The charge to England was to establish Israel and
a bordering Arab state, which substantially
turned out to be Jordan. In 1917, England
declared its intention to bring about an ultimate nation of Israel by the issuance of a formal
“. . . If any religious preferentialism constitutes a basis for
decree, known as the Balfour Declaration. Yet,
in the early 1920s, Britain severed 80 percent
delegitimizing Israel’s status as a sovereign nation, such
of what was to become Israel and designated
preferentialism even more strongly delegitimizes the right to
it instead for the impending new Arab state.
exist claimed by those Arab nations who refuse to recognize In 1947, when the United Nations voted to
partition the territory of the Mandate into two
Israel’s sovereignty.”
nations, the partition resolution provided that
an additional 10 percent be shaved from the
total territory that the League of Nations had
charged Britain with securing for Israel. Those
important of which is the need to promote atheism as the
who would constitute the government of the new state of
best alternative to religious beliefs based on supernatural
Israel accepted this UN partition plan, even though it was less
claims—shows that our community is as diverse and as indethan ideal. The enemies of the soon-to-be Israel rejected the
pendent-minded as one would expect to find in a setting
plan.
where people are committed to thinking for themselves.
So when Israel declared its independence in 1948, it was
I am not arguing that secular humanists have no basis for
only a fraction of what it had originally been designed to be
criticizing religious influence in Israel’s government. However,
by the League of Nations and the original British Mandate.
such criticisms apply with even greater force to Israel’s eneWhen Israel declared its independence, the armies of Egypt,
mies. In addition to a historical/legal argument for Israel’s
Iraq, Lebanon, Syria, and Transjordan (Jordan) immediately
right to exist, if any religious preferentialism constitutes a
attacked. This caused the displacement of many Arabs livbasis for delegitimizing Israel’s status as a sovereign nation,
ing within what was now Israel. Had these Arab armies not
such preferentialism even more strongly delegitimizes the
attacked but rather accepted the new, small state of Israel in
right to exist claimed by those Arab nations who refuse to
their midst, the violent conflicts that have raged in the area
recognize Israel’s sovereignty.
since 1948 would not have occurred.
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distinct Arab rulership, throughout history, that would proArabs have historically considered themselves to be simply Arabs, with no subdivision of themselves into a special
vide a claim for a historically rooted right of governance that
subgroup known as Palestinian Arabs. In fact, when Arab
stands out from those of other conquerors.
delegates met in order to choose representatives to the
It is untrue that the process of the first European Jews
post–World War I Paris Peace Conference, they adopted a
moving to the area, starting in the 1880s until about 1903,
resolution to the effect that Palestine was part of Syria. The
displaced indigenous Arab populations. At the time, the land
carving up of Arab borders and the creation of new Arab
was vastly underpopulated and quite desolate. The Jewish
nations between the two world wars were arbitrary acts, not
immigrants bought land from absentee landlords and real
based upon longstanding historical precedents. For instance,
estate speculators and did not displace anyone. These immiIraq as a nation with its current borders did not exist prior to
grants began to revitalize the land and to create an infrastrucWorld War I. What is known as Iraq today came into being
ture. Tel Aviv was founded by Jews as a city as early as 1909.
when, upon the urging of King Faisal, Britain granted it indeThere was also no Arab government in power at the time of
pendence in 1932. There was no greater precedent for taking
this first wave of immigration, as it was still under Ottoman
amorphous lands and giving them
the borders that now differentiate a
number of Arab countries than there
was for what is currently the nation
of Israel.
There is an unbroken historical
nexus between the land that is cur“. . . When Israel declared its independence in 1948, it was only a
rently Israel and the Jewish peofraction of what it had originally been designed to be by the
ple—irrespective of any religious
League of Nations and the original British Mandate.”
nuttiness—that is sufficient to justify
Israel’s existence today, particularly
when factored in with the validity of
the takeover of this territory by the
League of Nations after World War
I. The Ottoman Turks gained control
over the area by military conquest in
the sixteenth century and lost conrule. Further, between 1880 and 1948, three-quarters of the
trol after entering World War I on the side of the eventual losplots purchased by Jews were from mega-landowners rather
ers. The Hebrews arrived in what is present-day Israel at some
than from those who worked the soil.* This was not a massive
point in the second millennium BCE. Subsequently, there
juggernaut of Europeans coming in and pushing indigenous
were independent Hebrew kingdoms. Even after conquests
Arabs off their lands.
by the Babylonians, Persians, and Greeks, an independent
The surrounding Arab nations could have easily absorbed
Jewish kingdom was reestablished in 168 BCE. For at least
the Arabs who were displaced by the Arab invasion of Israel
1,600 years before the Roman conquest, Jews constituted the
in 1948. Yet they chose to keep them in miserable refugee
main population of this territory. Jews remained in different
camps, just so that they could have a propaganda tool against
parts of the area after the Roman conquest. Even the United
Israel. Moreover, even if the establishment of two separate
States began with colonists whose ancestors had never even
seen the land, as opposed to Jews who have a history with
states, without the invasion of Israel by surrounding armies,
current Israeli geography that is thousands of years old.
had itself been the source of displacing some indigenous
Arabs did not assert any control over the area that is
populations, this is not unusual when territory is carved up
present-day Israel until 636 CE. Preceding the Arab conquest,
in order to create new nations as part of a partition plan. For
there were 241 years of rule by the Byzantine Empire. This
instance, millions were displaced when India and Pakistan
Arab hegemony over the area lasted for only 436 years before
divided into two nations in 1947. Yet, the desirability of a
the Arabs were replaced by the Seljuks in 1072. The Seljuks
two-nation solution, based on religious antagonism, made
were replaced by the Crusaders in 1099. The Mamluks took
such a relocation necessary. This was also the fate of many
over in 1291. The Ottoman Empire controlled the territory
*Abraham Granott, The Land System in Palestine: History and Structure
from 1517 until the end of World War I. There was thus no
(London: Eyre & Spottiswoode, 1952), 278.
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ethnic Germans in the Sudetenland of Czechoslovakia after
World War II. Relocations spawned by the establishment of
new nations or by the redrawing of existing national boundaries are not uncommon, even when religious conflict is the
reason for such relocation.
Because of the hostility toward Israel, it is estimated that
some 856,000 Jews have had to flee their homes in Arab
countries since 1948, leaving behind more than $300 billion
worth of assets.

W

e have never refused to recognize the legitimacy of a
nation’s right to exist just because that country does
not separate religion from government as secularists like us
would want it to. We never withdrew our support for England’s right to exist when it had an enforceable blasphemy
law that protected Christian dogma from offensive commentary, in addition to still having an official government-recognized church. We also would not withdraw our support of
Argentina’s right to exist just because its constitution declares
Catholicism to be the state religion. A nation still has a legal
right to exist even if it fuses government and religion in a
way that we secular humanists find unacceptable. Also, if the
founding of a nation on an official religion is a sufficiently
severe flaw to justify dismantling that country, Arab nations
that are far more officially fundamentalist than Israel would
deserve to lose their status as countries. Is Pakistan’s nationhood illegitimate because it was founded as a separate country to provide a home for a majority population of Muslims

Tom Flynn

The CFI Merger in Context

then. CFI would pay the employees,
maintain the buildings, and operate
the libraries. Soon it began to conduct
its own educational projects, many covering the broad “cognitive waterfront”
that encompassed humanism, skepticism, and science and reason in the
public arena. In 1995, CFI was incorporated as a “supporting organization,”
a specialized kind of nonprofit whose
principal (though not sole) mission was
to support other nonprofits, namely CSI
and the Council.
The year 1995 also saw the unveiling of a dramatic new building on
the Amherst campus, enabling us for
the first time to conduct meetings for
up to 150 persons on our own premises. The CFI libraries moved into their
38

Free Inquiry

April/May 2015

as opposed to Hindus? Why is Israel singled out as the only
nation that cannot claim legitimate existence because of a
built-in preference for one religion over others?
In October of 2010, an Arab atheist named Waleed Al
Husseini, living under the Palestinian Authority, was arrested
and spent ten months in a Palestinian prison, where he was
subjected to frequent beatings only because he criticized
Islam online.* Even with the undue influence of the ultra-Orthodox in Israel, the Israelis have never perpetrated religious
oppression even remotely as severe as what has been inflicted
by governments that dispute Israel’s legitimacy.
There is nothing in history, international law, or secular
humanism that requires withholding sovereign nationhood
from Israel, while allowing it for those countries and would-be
countries that oppose Israel’s existence.
*Waleed Al Husseini, “What It’s Like to Be an Atheist in Pale
stine,” December 8, 2014, http://www.thedailybeast.com/articles/
2014/12/08/what-it-s-like-to-be-an-atheist-in-palestine.html.

Edward Tabash is a constitutional lawyer in the Los Angeles area and chair
of the board of directors of the Center for Inquiry. He is recognized for his
legal expertise pertaining to the separation of church and state. He is also
one the more well-known atheist debater in the United States.

continued from p. 7

permanent home. And in 1996, the
first Center at a remote location was
launched: Center for Inquiry–West,
today’s Center for Inquiry–Los Angeles.
Ever after, there would be Centers for
Inquiry, some led by full-time staff, others by volunteers, in a changing roster
of cities across the nation. We even
midwifed Toronto’s Centre for Inquiry–
Canada, today a wholly independent
organization.
In 2005, the Amherst headquarters
campus was completed, and bold, experimental programming was instituted.
CFI continued its leadership in international humanist work and emerged as a
leading global voice for free expression
and against special legal protections of
religions against criticism.

secularhumanism.org

As the trio of Center for Inquiry,
the Council, and CSI moved forward, it
became increasingly evident that their
legacy structure imposed drag on all
three corporations (again, see Ronald
A. Lindsay’s editorial). Additionally,
the tripartite structure was confusing.
Individuals could have subscriptions to
Free Inquiry and the Skeptical Inquirer,
hold Associate Membership in both
the Council and CSI, and be a Friend
of the Center—with each relationship
coming up for renewal at a different
time. Donors sometimes agonized over
which of the three corporations to support depending on which purpose was
closest to their hearts. If things got any
more baroque and ungainly, people
might have started thinking we were
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a church! (If anyone doubts we’re not,
see Tom Flynn, Ronald A. Lindsay, and
Nicholas J. Little, “Secular Humanism
is Not a Religion!,” FI, February/March
2015.)
Here are the biggest changes likely
to affect our readers and supporters
directly:
1. Every FI and SI subscriber is now a
member of the Center for Inquiry.
CFI membership is now the only category of membership offered.
2. Therefore, the Associate Membership
programs of the Council and CSI have
been discontinued. The newsletters formerly received by Associate
Members—for secular humanists,
the Secular Humanist Bulletin, and

Hammondsport, N.Y.

for skeptics, Skeptical Briefs—are
now subscription-only publications.
Current Associate Members will continue receiving their newsletter or
newsletters and will be invited to
renew their subscriptions at the same
time—and the same price—at which
they would have been asked to
renew their Associate Memberships.

The Council for Secular Humanism
and the Committee for Skeptical
Inquiry remain as independent programs, and their work—magazine publishing included—will go forward as
ever before. The Council and CSI just
aren’t separate corporations anymore.
From that development, in my not-sohumble opinion, supporters of any or
all of the organizations have much to
celebrate and, really, nothing to dread.
In 2015, a bright future has opened
to us. Let’s stride into it together!

On one level, January’s merger of
the three corporations was years in the
making; on another, getting it done
demanded roughly a year of unremitting work by key administrative employees and consultants. I, for one, am excited to Tom Flynn is executive director of the Council for Secular
see that this hard-fought-for Humanism and editor of F ree I nquIry .
new era has dawned.
secularhumanism.org
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Russell Blackford

An Odor of Sanctimony: Responses to the Charlie Hebdo Murders

the public record, how such a person
thinks. On balance, there may have
been merit in USA Today’s publication of this chillingly candid “opposing
view.”
As with the Salman Rushdie affair
in 1989, when the Ayatollah Khomeini
issued his notorious fatwa calling for a
distinguished novelist’s death, we soon
witnessed many mainstream Western
commentators turning against the
victims. These contributions to the
debate were often preening and sanctimonious, and their authors deserve
places in a special hall of shame. Most
commonly, they tut-tutted with the
advice not to “provoke” Muslims. Many
accused Charlie Hebdo of racism or
so-called Islamophobia, and they sometimes verged on insinuating that the
murder victims had it coming.
Bill Donohue of the Catholic League
was one of the earliest and worst
offenders. He issued a press release on
the day of the killings under the heading “Muslims Are Right to be Angry.”
This offered what soon became a ritual
disclaimer that murder cannot be condoned, but it also stated, in a blockheaded assertion of moral equivalence,
that “neither should we tolerate the
kind of intolerance that provoked this
violent reaction.” Most obnoxiously
(and illiterately), Donohue referred to
Charbonnier’s supposed role in his own
murder: “Had he not been so narcissistic, he may be still be alive.”
Here are some other nominations—a
small sample of many—for admittance
to the hall of shame. Freelance author,
activist, and ideologue Kitty Stryker
produced a remarkably indecent and
puerile online post that barely avoided
stating outright that the Charlie Hebdo
staff had brought the attack on themselves. It even invoked the ludicrous slogan that “freedom of speech does not
mean freedom from consequences.”
(Really, Ms. Stryker—when the “consequences” involve being gun downed
by fanatics?) When challenged by readers, she claimed that she never meant
that the murders were justified, merely
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understandable, but you can search
her post in vain for traces of ordinary
sympathy.
Richard Seymour, writing on his
blog, Lenin’s Tomb, outright branded
Charlie Hebdo “a racist publication”
while smugly refusing to offer any
argument: “I will not waste time arguing over this point here: I simply take it
as read that—irrespective of whatever
else it does, and whatever valid comment it makes—the way in which that
publication represents Islam is racist.
If you need to be convinced of this,
then I suggest you do your research,
beginning with reading Edward Said’s
Orientalism, as well as some basic introductory texts on Islamophobia, and
then come back to the conversation.”
Here, Seymour merely asserts his superiority to all who might disagree—based,
apparently, on having read Said’s wellknown but contentious book, some
“basic introductory texts” on the dubious concept of Islamophobia, and (we
can only assume) other similar material
that informs his personal worldview.
An especially foul odor of sanctimony wafted from Tony Barber, writing an op-ed for the Financial Times in
which he denounced Charlie Hebdo’s
“long record of mocking, baiting and
needling French Muslims.” Barber
claimed that provoking (that word yet
again!) Muslims was not striking a blow
for freedom but “just stupid.” To be
fair, he acknowledged that “freedom
of expression should . . . extend to satirical portrayals of religion,” though it
would be interesting to see what kind
of “satirical portrayals” he’d judge as
sufficiently anodyne to be acceptable.
There are numerous other examples
available. For now, though, a final mention should be made of Teju Cole for his
article in the New Yorker on January 9.
He alluded briefly to the fact that one
supposedly racist cartoon in a back
issue of Charlie Hebdo is readily explicable, in the political context of its time
of publication, as denouncing a specific
expression of racism by France’s FarRight Front National—something that
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would have been plain to the newspaper’s original audience. Cole simply
dismissed this, with no analysis or evidence: “Naturally, the defense is that
a violently racist image was being used
to satirize racism.” What is most objectionable here is the sneering word naturally—calculated to imply bad faith
on the part of opponents, discourage
curiosity and complex thought, and
generally poison the well.
Meanwhile, back on Twitter, someone created the mean-spirited hashtag
#JeNeSuisPasCharlie—“I
am
not
Charlie.” Of course none of us are literally Charlie Hebdo, but those using this
new hashtag evidently felt it necessary
to go out of their way to state their lack
of solidarity with a French satirical publication and its massacred staff.

I

don’t mean, of course, to suggest that
the ideas and approach of Charlie
Hebdo are beyond criticism. It’s obvious enough that being a victim, even
of brutal attacks up to the level of
murder, is not a magic badge. It grants
no immunity to critique; it is not a sign
of infallibility or sainthood. That’s a truism with application to many cultural,
philosophical, and political disputes.
Furthermore, what if Charlie Hebdo
really were an unequivocally racist and
otherwise vicious publication? Surely
that would be relevant to our response:
while we might still defend its legal
right to publish, and we’d doubtless
condemn the murderers, we would,
I think, be far less comfortable about
expressing solidarity through slogans
and hashtags.
That’s all fine and good—but in fact,
much of the criticism of Charlie Hebdo
has been opportunistic, decontextualized from French politics and culture, and seemingly as uncharitable
as possible. In that regard, Teju Cole’s
piece is especially distasteful, given
that its author explicitly wrote in the
knowledge that much of what looks
insensitive or even blatantly racist in
Charlie Hebdo’s cartoons might receive
quite different interpretations—even,

indeed, expressly antiracist ones—
when viewed in their proper contexts.
Cole must have known some of the
background, yet his wording actively
discourages any fair search for what
the cartoons originally conveyed to a
politically savvy French audience.
“Salty Current”—a well-known
though clearly pseudonymous identity
within the atheist blogosphere—has
written trenchantly about this problem.
Most notable, perhaps, is her January
9 guest post on Ophelia Benson’s
popular Butterflies and Wheels website, titled “The Community of the
Potentially Mockable.” Here she gets to
the nub of it: “What surprised me most
was the response to people providing
the relevant context: without missing
a step, the critics moved on to looking
for other ‘evidence’ of racism, to speculative hyper-parsing, to handwringing
about imagined splash damage, and to
reciting ‘Intent isn’t magic’ and ‘hipster
racism’ like some sort of magical incantations, with apparently no concern
that they were participating in smearing people who were just massacred
for their courage in defending human
rights.”
There may well be occasions when
the excuse of irony or context is offered

Shadia B. Drury

a social priority, we should strive to
in bad faith. At the same time, authors
match the complexities of the cartoonand artists are not required to produce
ists’ wit with a complexity and generosthe most straightforward and banal
ity of response. If we cannot meet such
content possible for fear of misinterchallenges, we have no place in serious
pretation and “splash damage.” Too
cultural conversations.
often, we see relentless, vulgar scouring of cultural products—whether they
be novels, movies, cartoons, or comedy
mportantly, the ridicule on display in
routines—for racist intent or implicaCharlie Hebdo is aimed at individuals,
tions. Often this approach is coupled
structures, and ideological formations
with a philistine dismissal of nuance,
with pretensions to moral authority
irony, social and artistic context, and
or an agenda of controlling others
any complexity, ambiguity, or instabilthrough force and fear. Such ridicule
ity of meaning. The result is a dumbundermines the credibility of authoried-down critical culture, stocked with
tarians, moralists, bigots, and terrorists.
narrow-minded cultural commissars
It has long been an effective weapon
who demand easy, conformist art and
against deserving targets, often the
expression.
only one available to relatively powerSalty Current is again correct that
less people who don’t command batthere may come a time for fair, careful
talions or banks.
interpretation and criticism of Charlie
There’s an honorable place for this
Hebdo, grounded in what she calls
kind of satire. Indeed, we could use
“much more complete knowledge and
more of it. It thrives in a culture of freea sympathetic understanding of the
dom that we all should support.
complexities of sharp political humor.”
Je suis Charlie.
That time, however,
should not be when the
Russell Blackford is a conjoint lecturer in the School of
corpses of brave, decent
Humanities and Social Science, University of Newcastle,
people have scarcely
Australia, and a regular columnist for F ree I nquiry . His many
cooled. When and if cribooks include Freedom of Religion and the Secular State
tique of Charlie Hebdo
(Wiley-Blackwell, 2012).
and its humor becomes

I

Must Liberalism Be Suicidal?

It seems to me that liberals should
learn a valuable lesson from the conservative experience—a lesson that is as
true at home as it is abroad: there will
always be a connection between the
laws of the land and the dominant values of society. In other words, a liberal
state, especially if it is democratic, cannot survive without a liberal-minded
populace. It follows that the influx of
devout but poorly educated Muslim
immigrants into Western countries is
bound to pose a problem for secular
liberalism.
As my late friend and author
Margaret Ogrodnick asked: When
Muslims are a majority in the West,

continued from p. 11

will they respect our liberty as we have
respected theirs? The liberal answer
is that they will. But that self-confidence is misplaced. The liberal state
is not invincible; in the absence of liberal values in society, it will be swept
away. Progress is not inevitable. The
clock could easily be turned back—the
specter of religious terror should give
us pause. Liberal societies may gradually find themselves under pressure to
adopt laws against blasphemy.
One thing is certain: the liberal state
cannot impose secular values by the
force of law. To do so is to lose its liberal character. At the same time, there
is no reason for liberalism to be suicidal.

So, what is to be done?

I

suggest that the most urgent task is
to reexamine the ill-advised multiculturalism that has become the ruling
orthodoxy in Europe as much as in
Canada and the United States. This
accommodating brand of multiculturalism has allowed immigrants to expect
respect for their beliefs. So much so,
that in the absence of such respect,
radical Muslims get violent. On January
7, 2015, the French cartoonists of the
magazine Charlie Hebdo were massacred by Muslim fellow citizens for treating Islam, like any other religion, with
the derision it deserves. The cartoonists
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were acting in perfect accord with the
French tradition of secularism (laïcité).
These events highlight not only the
menace of religion but also the shortcomings of liberalism.
There was a massive show of solidarity with the cartoonists. More than
a million people demonstrated on the
streets of Paris; political leaders from
around the world joined hands in the
street, and there were huge demonstrations in other Western cities around
the world—all brandishing the banner
“Je suis Charlie.” The whole affair made
liberals dizzy. François Hollande, the
president of France, declared, “Paris
is the capital of the world!” Liberal
self-congratulation was in full swing.
Meanwhile, Muslim leaders found
the post-massacre cover of the
Charlie Hebdo magazine, featuring
Muhammad again, to be a provocation; it was widely regarded as offensive. Newspapers in the Muslim world
and even in the West were afraid of
reprinting it. Parts of the Muslim world
were ablaze with fury and indignation.
Charlie Hebdo riots in Niger turned
violent. Forty-five churches were set on
fire; at least ten people were killed and

Ophelia Benson
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170 injured. There were also violent
protests in Karachi, Pakistan; protesters
took to the streets in the Sudanese capital of Khartoum, the Algerian capital
of Algiers, and Somalia.
In truth, only saints could have come
up with a cover that declares to those
who have murdered their colleagues
“All is forgiven” with a cartoon of
Muhammad shedding a tear and holding a sign saying “Je suis Charlie.” It was a
stroke of genius—turning Muhammad
against those who murder in his name.
This was not the magazine’s first sympathetic portrayal of the prophet. In

With Friends Like These

There was outrage in the United
Kingdom when government flags were
flown at half-staff as a mark of respect
for King Abdullah. Andrew Sparrow
at the Guardian remarked on the bad
timing: “The houses of parliament and
Westminster Abbey are among the
buildings in London where the government guidance has been followed after
King Abdullah’s death early on Friday.
The tribute was paid even though the
sentencing of a Saudi blogger to 10
years in jail and 1,000 lashes for insulting Islam has thrust Saudi Arabia’s dismal human rights record into the spot-
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“. . . Liberalism has become a
fighting creed, akin to the
gruesome religions it was
intended to subdue; on the other
hand, its conduct at home is
nothing short of suicidal.”

April/May 2015

an earlier issue, Muhammad was portrayed as lamenting his fate for being
loved by so many jerks. So, why did
the grand mufti and other influential
Muslim clerics denounce the post-massacre cover as pouring salt on a wound?
It was the editors of the magazine who
were dead and wounded. The cover
was nothing but sweetness and light.
If Muslim leaders had any sense, they
would have embraced Muhammad’s
brokenhearted disapproval of Islamic
terror.
The Charlie Hebdo tragedy was not a
triumph for either secular liberalism or
Islam. When it was all over, the world
was left divided between those who
believe that religion is sacrosanct and
should be immune to all criticism and
those who believe that freedom of
speech is equally inviolable. It was as
if two equally irrational dogmas were
confronting each other with no resolution in sight. It was a victory for
those who revel in dramatic, dualistic,
absolute, and uncomprehending confrontations, as represented by Samuel
Huntington’s “clash of civilizations.”
The latter is not a prediction, but a
mind-set.

continued from p. 9

light in recent weeks.”
Many scholars have pointed out the
role of Saudi Arabia in lavishing billions
of dollars on exporting Wahhabism
around the world; for instance, Yousaf
Butt wrote in the Huffington Post on
January 20: “It would be troublesome
but perhaps acceptable for the House
of Saud to promote the intolerant and
extremist Wahhabi creed just domestically. But, unfortunately, for decades
the Saudis have also lavishly financed
its propagation abroad. Exact numbers
are not known, but it is thought that
more than $100 billion have been spent
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on exporting fanatical Wahhabism to
various much poorer Muslim nations
worldwide over the past three decades.
It might well be twice that number.”
How then do we manage to see the
Charlie Hebdo murderers as murderers
but the absolute monarch of Saudi
Arabia as a valued ally and a man of
wisdom and vision? How is it that the
Kouachi brothers are terrorists but the
Saudi government is our ally?
I understand about realpolitik, and
oil, and stability, and military bases, and
reasons for wanting some sort of ally in
the region. I get that in practical terms

The danger presented by this clash is
that the adversaries look alarmingly similar—each one brandishing an absolute
principle. This threatens to turn secular
liberalism into a religious creed. So, the
differences must be emphasized.
On one hand, there are the defenders of religion—Muslim clerics, Pope
Francis, and philosopher Charles Taylor,
for example—who think that all religions must be respected and that no
religion should ever be mocked or lampooned. Needless to say, there is no
guarantee that silencing all criticism
will yield the desired respect. On the
contrary, a mute and uncomprehending silence is more likely to arouse suspicion and contempt. It would undoubtedly invite intellectual atrophy.
The opposite is the case with freedom of thought and speech. Contrary
to those who marched in its defense,
freedom of speech is not an absolute
principle nor an end in itself. It deserves
to be celebrated only because it opens
the mind, enhances understanding,
replaces mutual suspicion with dialogue, and brings us closer to the truth.
The cartoons should have been an
opportunity to ask important questions

not put some of that reasonableness
and receive some answers. For examon display?
ple, why do Sunni Muslims consider any
representation of the Prophet profane?
n conclusion, these events highlight
Surely, it is not because of the secnot only the menace of religion but
ond commandment: “Thou shalt not
also the shortcomings of liberalism—its
make unto thee any graven images.”
obliviousness to the dangers of its mulThat commandment is only intended to
ticultural policies, its astonishment at
apply to God, not his prophets. Shiites
the rejection of its values by its own
have always represented Muhammad
citizens, its assumption that it could
in pictures. We know a lot more about
never suffer the fate of conservatism,
his physical appearance than we do
its trust in its neutrality and universality,
about that of Jesus. When he was close
and its inclination to turn itself into a
to death, Muhammad told his disciples
fighting creed that is akin to the relithat he was mortal and was not coming
gious absolutism it decries. Turning secback. He had no illusions about being
ularism into a Western jihad makes it
God or even the son of God. So, what
just another religion. If we are deteris the fuss?
mined to use state terror to impose our
If liberalism is to avoid being suisecular religion in Muslim countries,
cidal, it must insist that immigrants
then we should not be so horrified
accept the fact that they do not have
when Muslims use terror to impose
a right to freedom from insult by ideas
their values on the West.
or cartoons. They should be ready and
willing to provide reasonable accounts to reasonShadia B. Drury is Canada Research Chair at the University
able questions about their
of Regina in Canada. Her books include Leo Strauss and
beliefs. After all, Islam prides
the American Right (1997), Terror and Civilization (2004),
itself on being more reasonand Aquinas and Modernity (2008). She is currently workable than Christianity—it
ing on a book titled Chauvinism of the West.
certainly has fewer dogmas

it would be worse to have Saudi Arabia
as an enemy than as an ally. At least I
suppose I “get” it, in some nauseated
unwilling sense . . . but I don’t really.
It revolts me. We see al-Qaeda as bad,
we see the Islamic State as bad, we see
Boko Haram as bad, but we call the
king of Saudi Arabia a man of wisdom
and vision.
Saudi Arabia is what you get once
al-Qaeda and ISIS and Boko Haram win
and there is no more resistance. That’s
their goal, minus the American bases
and the American presence. You get
a world where women are obliterated

safe in Sherbrooke, Quebec, with his
from public life, dissent is ferociously
wife, Ensaf Haidar, and their three chilpunished, the religious police harass
dren. I’m hoping, but given the nature
the population at will, school textbooks
of our relationship with the great Oil
demonize Jews, and apostasy is death.
Kingdom, I’m not optimistic.
I’m writing this at the beginning of
February, wondering if Raif Badawi’s
second round of flogging will happen
next Friday, or be postponed again, or be
canceled entirely along with the other
nine hundred lashes. I’m
hoping he will not only
Ophelia Benson is the editor of the website Butterflies and
be safe from further
Wheels. Her books include Does God Hate Women? (with
blows of a stick but also
Jeremy Stangroom, Continuum, 2009).
out of jail and out of that
hellhole of a country—

I

that tax credulity. So, why
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Poem

Mark Rubinstein

sins by making sacrifices. But what sacrifice can we make? We have sacrificed
many times before, and the Kingdom
did not come. We must not have
approached God in sufficient purity, or
the sacrifice was not sufficient to merit
such a fabulous benefit as the Kingdom
of Heaven. But what could that sacrifice
be? All the time the answer was staring
us in the face. This must be it: Jesus
himself, the perfect man, was the sacrifice! Despairing of our sins, Jesus had

Redbud
Brooke Horvath

redbud planted the summer
we planted ourselves here

“. . . I have heard people say
that hundreds of people reported
seeing Jesus alive after his
death. . . . These experiences
were not hallucinations as some
skeptics say; more to the point,
they never happened in
the first place!”

redbud, now ten years
rooted in this spot
redbud that each spring
you say is dead
&
each spring is not

Brooke Horvath is a professor at
Kent State University and the author of
three collections of poetry, the latest being
The Lecture on Dust. His poems and
essays about poetry have appeared in
American Poetry Review, Poetry, F ree
I nquiry , Boulevard, Chicago Review,
Tikkun, Antioch Review, Tar River, Denver
Quarterly, Ameri can Literature, Sewanee
Review, and the Journal of the American
Medical Association. His other work includes
Understanding Nelson Algren (University
of South Carolina Press) and a collection
of Algren’s previously uncollected/unpublished work titled Entrapment and Other
Writings (coedited with Dan Simon for Seven
Stories).
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What Happened When Jesus Died?

continued from p. 12

“died for our sins.” In any or all of these
senses, you needed to “believe in” or
“have faith in” Jesus.
But I need to correct two false
impressions many people have.
Shortly after Jesus left us, rumors
began to circulate of an empty tomb
caused by a bodily resurrection. But
Paul himself did not speak of an empty
tomb. As everyone knew, crucifixion
was intended to maximize deterrence.
After expiration, the bodies of victims
were typically left for days to rot on the
cross and be picked at by scavengers.
When their remaining skeletons were
taken down, they were thrown, usually
with others, into an anonymous mass
grave. No wonder Paul did not mention
an empty tomb: there was no tomb to
become empty!
Other rumors claimed that Jesus had
come to see us one last time before
he ascended to Heaven. I have heard
people say that hundreds of people
reported seeing Jesus alive after his
death. Others can believe this, if they
wish, but it is just icing on the cake.
These experiences were not hallucinations as some skeptics say; more to the
point, they never happened in the first
place!
How are we doing, you ask? At first,
we wept inconsolably, in such a deep
despair as I have never known. Was
there to be no golden Kingdom? No
paradise? The unbelieving snickered
and seemed to enjoy our dashed hopes.
I cannot find the words to describe how
alone and empty we felt. But then, as if
by some miracle, these dark days brightened and our hearts grew stronger. We
saw that Jesus’s life had only been the
beginning, that he was testing our
patience and would return when we
were ready—that, in his inexhaustible
love, he had died for us that we might
truly live!

literally taken them upon his body and
“died for us” in our place and earned us
a glorious immortality! Clearly, our Lord
did not die because of his own sins, so
he must have died for ours. Jesus was
the last sacrifice before the Kingdom
would be established. Through Jesus,
we were made pure.
Whichever of these three explanations you prefer (all three played a role),
they left all of us with a final question:
Did everyone now get a free entry ticket
into the Kingdom? Before Jesus died,
he had insisted that we must repent
and be his disciple. Why would his
death change that requirement? Now,
we needed to somehow continue as
his disciple, even after his death. To do
that, it seemed obvious, at a minimum,
that we must understand who Jesus
was—that he was the long-awaited
Messiah who had already
introduced God’s Kingdom. If
Mark Rubinstein is a retired professor of finance at the
you wanted, you could go even
University of California at Berkeley.
further and believe that Jesus
“was resurrected” or that he
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you’re not secular.
There is a movement to have criticism of Islam considered racist, which
would have the effect of chilling criticism of the religion. This is exactly what
the Muslim fundamentalists want: to
have their religion be considered above
criticism. No idea of set of beliefs should
ever be considered above criticism.

Frank D. Kirschner
Germantown, Maryland

We humanists have enough problems
dealing with insouciant conservatism.
But in recent times, it seems that a terribly misguided liberalism is becoming
just as much of a civil and intellectual
menace. Many “liberal” politicos claim
that we should refrain from criticizing
anyone’s religious beliefs. Particular reference is made, of course, to Muslims
who want Western democracies to give
them special accommodations because
of their faith even though these special accommodations offend the rights,
equities, and tolerances necessary to
make a democracy work. The recent
Charlie Hebdo incident in Paris is a prime
case in point. Some politicians are so
obtuse as to claim that there should be
no right to criticize religion in a satirical
manner or any manner for that matter
for fear of causing offense. This is utter
nonsense. Were our speech never to
offend anyone, the First Amendment
would never have been necessary.
Moreover, since organized religion is
responsible for much of the world’s miseries, how shall we make any humane
reforms without harshly criticizing prevailing theological practices? It is no
secret that many Islamic elements treat
women like serfs. If we don’t tell them
so publicly, we are simply condoning
misogyny by default.
Curbing the freedom of speech for
any reason is not liberalism. Granting
special indulgences to particular religious or religious groups is not liberalism either. On the contrary, practices like
this are simply fascism in clever disguise.
John L. Indo
Houston, Texas

The Necessity of Secularism
for Women
In the book and in the subsequent movie
To Kill a Mockingbird, one dramatic courtroom scene lingers. A black minister in
the “Colored Balcony” tells the daughter
of the white attorney defending a falsely
accused black man, “Miss Jean Louise,
stand up. Your father’s passin’.” Here I am
many decades later, having just completed
the article, “Why Secularism Is Necessary
for Women” by Taslima Nasrin in the
February/March 2015 issue of FI.
In 1955, I married my wife while
attending a junior college, majoring in
anthropology. We were married for fifty-five years when she died. But, during
the first year of our union, I took her to a
lecture by Ashley Montagu, an MD with
a PhD in anthropology. Dr. Montagu had
written a popular book titled The Natural
Superiority of the Female. My new bride
was much impressed and that pleased me.
And I’m certain today, were she alive and
we were both seated in a room where Dr.
Nasrin was scheduled to speak, we would
both stand as she entered the room.
George Zidbeck
Atascadero, California

War and Religion
In “War and the Religious State” (FI,
February/March 2015), Steve Sklar writes
that “Christ was not violent.” Perhaps
what he means is that Christ never killed
or maimed anyone. Nevertheless, when
a man assaults merchants and money
changers with a whip, as Jesus did according to John 2:13–17, I’d certainly consider
him a violent man.
Christians who regard Jesus’s wrath
as virtuous because his victims were
plying their trade at the Temple’s
gates have evidently forgotten that
all worshipers were required to offer
a sacrificial animal before entering the
Temple. Since Roman currency was not
allowed to be used in religious matters,
money changers charged pilgrims a
fee to exchange their Roman coins for

Temple money so they could buy their
sacrificial animals. Thus, the practice of
selling animals and changing money at
the Temple gates was lawful and hurt
no one. So, if Jesus disapproved, why
didn’t he just persuade the buyers and
sellers to move their stalls a little further
from the Temple instead of unleashing
his fury against those harmless people?
That should have been easy for a man
of peace with a silver tongue, as Jesus is
so frequently portrayed in the Gospels.
David Quintero
Monrovia, California

Science Emancipates Humankind
The article by Lorenzo Lazzerini Ospri
(“Science and the Emanci
pation of
Humankind,” FI, Febru
ary/March 2015)
on political attitudes, focuses on a Left/
Right divide in society. I dislike the whole
idea of such a political spectrum, but
Ospri reduces this to absurdity: What is
Left is right. What is Right is wrong.
Jim Ring
Tahunanui, New Zealand

Lorenzo Lazzerini Ospri correctly states
“Religion and science are incompatible;
there is no observation in the shimmering mirrors of phenomena, to conclusively settle the question of which system
is the valid one.” He should not throw in
the towel so easily. We should not forget
the scientific method, nor should we rule
out logic. If a particular religious tenet is
shown to be false, the foundation crumbles and so does the god.
Vernon Klavon
Fresno, California

A Better Name for Us
I thought Glade Ross’s “A Better Name
for Us” (FI, February/March 2015) was
a good discussion of an important if
not vital issue. I have found myself with
a sort of hole in my vocabulary trying
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A CFI Conference

Buffalo Marriott Niagara

Science, reason, and secularism can be
positive forces for change, especially
when guided by the values of skepticism
and humanism and driven by the passion
and creativity of a vibrant freethought
community.
Join us at the Center for Inquiry for
“Reason for Change,” an international
conference where humanists, skeptics,
and all those who value science and reason
will meet to inform and inspire one another
to be a positive force for change.

Buffalo, NY June 11–15, 2015

Featuring:

Richard Dawkins
Scientist and author

Rebecca Goldstein
Novelist and philosopher

Susan Jacoby
Author and journalist

We’ll do it in a place that many consider to be “home” to the skeptic and humanist
movements: Western New York and CFI’s headquarters in Buffalo. Fittingly, 2015
will be the 35th anniversary of Free Inquiry and the 39th anniversary (last party
before 40!) of Skeptical Inquirer, the two foundational publications that helped
start it all.
This conference will be truly special. It will be both a celebration of our accomplishments and a robust examination of the challenges we still face. It will be
an invaluable opportunity to connect and collaborate with thinkers, activists,
researchers, and other luminaries from around the world.

FREE Child Care Available!

Throughout the conference, free child care will be available for attendees’ children ages 4–12.
Childcare is provided by Just for Kids and includes supervised, age-appropriate games, activities, crafts, and entertainment.
All staff are background-checked and insured.

After-conference Tour Opportunities.
On the afternoon of Sunday, June 14, enjoy
half-day coach tours of Buffalo’s classic
architecture or world-famous Niagara Falls.
On Monday, June 15, take an all-day coach
tour of the Robert Ingersoll Birthplace
Museum and other sites on the Freethought
Trail in West-Central New York.
(Separate registrations required.)

To register online or for a complete event schedule, visit

www.

.centerforinquiry.net

YES

Please register ______ persons for Reason for Change. Registration includes all daytime sessions. Does not include Development
Reception, Friday Awards Banquet, Saturday Speaker Luncheon, Bus Tours. Complete and mail this form with your payment (personal check
or MC/Visa/AmEx/Discover).You may also register online at http://reasonforchange.centerforinquiry.net (credit card required),
or by phone: dial toll free 1-800-458-1366 during business hours Eastern time (credit card required).

Main Conference Registration
l Basic Registration
$279
l Discount Registration* $250

X
X

Number of Persons: ______
Number of Persons: ______
*Special rate for Friends of the Center for Inquiry or Associate Members of CSH or CSI 		
l Full-time Student Rate $50
X Number of Persons: ______
(Must show valid student ID at check-in)

Subtotal: $__________________

Additional Events
l Secular Celebrant Training Thursday, June 11, 9 AM–5PM
(Meals not included. Limit thirty participants.)

$75

l Awards Banquet Friday, June 12, 7PM			

$65

Join us as we present Lifetime Achievement Awards to Susan Jacoby
and Richard Dawkins. Featured Speaker: Susan Jacoby.

(Please let us know if you have dietary restrictions or require special menu options.
E-mail Barry Karr at bkarr@centerforinquiry.net.)

Single Day Admission:
Friday Only
Does not include Banquet.
$140/person Number of Persons: ____ Friday Total:

$______

Saturday Only Does not include Luncheon.
$140/person Number of Persons: ____ Saturday Total:

$______

(Please let us know if you have dietary restrictions or require special menu options.
E-mail Barry Karr at bkarr@centerforinquiry.net.)

Sunday Only
$75/person Number of Persons: ____ Sunday Total:

$______

l Niagara Falls, Canada Tour (Sunday, June 14, 12:30–9:30PM) $150
(Limit fifty-five participants. Passport or NYS enhanced license required.)

Please do not order individual day admissions if you have ordered a Basic Registration for the same person.

REGISTRATION SUBTOTAL:

$ ______

Please register my child(ren) for child care provided by Just for Kids.
Child care is provided at no additional charge.
Thursday
Friday
Saturday
Sunday

no. of children: ____
no. of children: ____
no. of children: ____
no. of children: ____

age(s): _______
age(s): ________
age(s): ________
age(s): _______

l Lunch Event with Joe Nickell Saturday, June 13, Noon

$35

Enjoy lunch and an illustrated lecture with Joe Nickell, CSI’s senior research
fellow and the world’s only full-time, professionally trained paranormal investigator.

l Historic Architecture of Buffalo Tour (Sunday, June 14, 12:30–7PM) $120
(Limit fifty-five participants.)
l Finger Lakes Freethought Tour (Monday, June 15, 8AM–10PM) $160
(Limit fifty-five participants.)

GRAND TOTAL: $__________________

Name ____________________________________________________ Address __________________________________________________________________
City/State/ZIP ____________________________________________________ Phone / E-mail address (

l Check enclosed (only U.S. checks drawn on U.S. bank and denominated in U.S. dollars)
l Bill my credit card (required for all foreign-currency transactions) l AmEx l Discover l MasterCard l Visa

) _______________/_____________________________

Number ___________________________________________ Exp. Date __________ Signature ________________________________________(required for credit-card transactions)
MAIL TO: CONFERENCE CENTER FOR INQUIRY P.O. Box 741 AMHERST, N.Y. 14226-0741 U.S.A.
Telephone orders: Dial 1-800-458-1366 during business hours Eastern time. Or fax with credit-card information to 716-636-1733.

Purpose and Scope of Policy The Center for Inquiry (CFI) and its affiliates, including the
Committee for Skeptical Inquiry and the Council for Secular Humanism, are educational
organizations. As part of our educational mission, we hold conferences from time to time.
To ensure that everyone attending our conferences is able to participate in them fully, CFI
and its affiliates are committed to providing a safe and hospitable environment at our
conferences. Accordingly, CFI and its affiliates prohibit intimidating, threatening, or harassing conduct during our conferences. This policy applies to speakers, staff, volunteers,
and attendees. “Conferences” for purpose of this policy includes any educational meeting
or gathering organized or sponsored by CFI or its affiliates to which nonemployees are
invited. In other words, this policy applies to local or regional meetings, not just national
conferences.
This policy supplements the policy on harassment set forth in the CFI employee handbook, which governs the conduct of CFI staff; it does not replace or supersede that policy.
Prohibited Conduct In general, prohibited conduct includes any abusive conduct that
has the purpose or effect of unreasonably interfering with another person’s ability to enjoy and participate in the conference, including social events related to the conference.
Prohibited conduct includes, but is not limited to, yelling at or threatening speakers or
attendees, or any significantly disruptive conduct. By way of example, repeated interruption of a speaker by an attendee is prohibited. Prohibited conduct includes, but is not

limited to, harassment based on race, gender, sexual orientation, disability, or any other
protected group status, as provided by local, state, or federal law. By way of example, abusive conduct directed at someone because of their race is prohibited. Prohibited conduct
includes, but is not limited to, sexual harassment. By way of example, unwelcome sexual
attention, stalking, and physical contact such as pinching, grabbing, or groping are prohibited. Critical examination of beliefs, including critical commentary on another person’s
views, does not, by itself, constitute hostile conduct or harassment. One of the underlying
rationales of this policy is to promote the free exchange of ideas, not to inhibit it.
Consequences of Hostile or Harassing Conduct CFI and its affiliates have a zero-tolerance policy for hostile and harassing conduct. If a person engages in hostile or harassing
conduct, appropriate remedial action will be taken, which may include, but is not limited
to, expulsion from the conference. Threats of hostile conduct that are made prior to a
conference may result in exclusion from the conference.
The exact remedy for hostile or harassing conduct will depend on an evaluation of all
relevant circumstances, such as the severity of the conduct and prior violations by the
person engaging in prohibited conduct.When there is a reasonable basis for believing the
conduct is illegal, appropriate law enforcement authorities will be notified.
Reporting Hostile or Harassing Conduct; Investigations Persons who are the targets
of, or witnesses to, hostile or harassing conduct should contact conference staff. At small-

er meetings, conference staff, including the person(s) in charge of the meeting, will be
introduced at the beginning. At larger conferences, conference staff will wear identification and/or will be identified in the conference program.
At larger conferences, phone numbers for hotel/venue staff, local law enforcement, and
local emergency medical personnel will be provided to conference attendees to facilitate
prompt response to complaints and/or requests for assistance.
Reports of hostile or harassing conduct will be promptly addressed. On some occasions,
where conference staff are witnesses to the prohibited conduct, immediate remedial action may be taken. Where a report of hostile or harassing conduct is made to conference
staff after the conduct has occurred, reasonable measures will be taken to establish the
facts. This will typically include discussion with witnesses, if any, and the person accused
of engaging in the prohibited conduct. Inquiries into hostile or harassing conduct will be
carried out as confidentially as possible given the circumstances.
Record-Keeping CFI and its affiliates will make a written record of all complaints/
incidents as soon as practicable. These records will be used in connection with implementing this policy. These records will be maintained in the Office of the President &
CEO of CFI and will not be disclosed to individuals outside of the organization except
as required by law.
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Doerr's Way

Abortion Rights: Top Priority Issue

O

ne of every three women in America
will have an abortion in her lifetime.
Since the Supreme Court in 1973
acknowledged—not invented—the right
of women to have unwanted pregnancies terminated, there have been about
fifty million abortions in our country. No
one knows how many women wanted to
end such pregnancies but lacked access
or funds to exercise that right.

“Grimes shows that abortion
is far safer for women than
carrying a pregnancy to term
and that the consensus of
psychiatrists and psychologists
is that psychological problems
stemming from abortions
are negligible. . . .”

During the same four-decade time
span, there have been about 1.4 billion (that’s billion with a b) abortions
worldwide, far too many of them illegal
and dangerous. Without those abortions, world population today would
be a staggering nine billion. Further,
the number of women worldwide who
have died or suffered health problems
from illegal and/or dangerous abortions or continued pregnancies is incal-
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Edd Doerr

culable, not to mention all the children left without mothers. And none
of the preceding touches on the huge
numbers of abortions that took place
before 1973.
Meanwhile, recent decades have
seen the development of a solid consensus among scientists that anthropogenic climate change poses serious
threats to civilization. Grossly inadequately discussed in the media are
the concomitants of climate change:
carbon dioxide and methane buildup
in the atmosphere; nonrenewable
resource depletion; renewable resource
overuse; environmental degradation;
toxic waste accumulation; soil erosion
and nutrient loss; biodiversity shrinkage; deforestation; desertification; rising sea levels (note that 40 percent of
the world’s population lives in coastal
areas); and increasing sociopolitical
instability and violence.
All this is linked to human overpopulation, which has tripled since the
end of World War II to well over seven
billion, our numbers expanding beyond
the carrying capacity of our one and
only planet. Much of this was foreseen
in a 1975 U.S. government report, the
National Security Study Memorandum
200 (NSSM 200), endorsed by President
Gerald Ford and National Security
Adviser Brent Scowcroft but mysteriously “classified” and buried until not
long before the 1994 United Nations
(UN) population conference in Cairo.
NSSM 200 recommended universal
access to contraception and noted that
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population growth could not be reined
in without the legalization of abortion.
Clearly, what we have here is a huge
set of problems, about which far too
little is being said or done. Not only are
the media asleep at the switch, but the
political world is too. Journalist and Free
Inquiry Senior Editor James A. Haught
noted recently that religious organization membership in the United States
has been falling off while the percentage of unaffiliateds or “nones” has
increased to about 20 percent of the
U.S. population. Yet in the November
4, 2014, elections, the religious Right
and their political accomplices scored
big time, with exit polls showing that
only 12 percent of the voters were
nones. So where were they? Sleeping?
The opponents of reproductive choice
and the climate change deniers have
moved into the driver’s seat. The new
2015–2016 Congress is all geared up to
accelerate the wars on abortion rights
and climate change.
Two important new books deal
with these issues, in addition to the
books by Paul Ehrlich and Michael
Charles Tobias and Floris van den
Berg discussed in my column in the
last issue of this journal. The first is
Every Third Woman in America: How
Legal Abortion Transformed America,
by David A. Grimes, MD, with Linda G.
Brandon (Daymark Publishing, 2014).
The primary author is a noted physician
and scholar with over four decades
of experience studying, practicing, and
teaching in this field, including leading

the Abortion Surveillance Branch of the
federal Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention. The book is encyclopedic in
scope, with 985 endnotes of documentation. Divided into twenty-three topical chapters, it is easy to follow and a
great read. Among many other things,
Grimes shows that abortion is far safer
for women than carrying a pregnancy
to term and that the consensus of psychiatrists and psychologists is that psychological problems stemming from
abortions are negligible—a fact that
even Dr. C. Everett Koop, Reagan’s antichoice surgeon general, had to admit—
and that giving up a baby for adoption
is more traumatic for a woman than
having an abortion. The book leaves no
stone unturned.
Among Grimes’s conclusions: access
to safe, legal abortion is essential for
the health of women in America; opposition to abortion and contraception is
a manifestation of patriarchalism and
misogyny; spontaneous abortion is
common and a healthy, necessary part
of human reproduction; current attacks
on safe, legal abortion are designed
“to turn women to the back alley once
again.”
Pro: Reclaiming Abortion Rights by
Katha Pollitt (Picador, 2014) is equally
encyclopedic yet does not duplicate
the Grimes/Brandon book. Neither
too technical nor too light, it explores
in detail every possible reason why
women’s fundamental right to complete freedom of reproductive choice
and conscience should be honored by
every level of government, demolishing
every imaginable argument, religious
or social, for weakening that right.
Pollitt shows that the 1973 Roe v.
Wade ruling was more centrist than
liberal, yet has been steadily trimmed
back on both the federal and state
levels by conservative and Republican
legislators, especially during the last
four years, blindly following the wishes
of antichoice, misogynist, theocratic
activists. She warns that while Roe is
theoretically intact, it could nonetheless become a quaint relic in a legal
museum, thanks to the organization
and fanaticism of the antichoicers and
the inadequate drive and concern of
the pro-choice center and Left. She

offers concrete suggestions for public policy advances: adequate sexuality
education for all teenagers; universal
access to comprehensive reproductive
health-care, contraception, and abortion; and serious efforts to alleviate
the poverty that afflicts far too many in
America, especially minorities, putting
far too many women and girls in the
position of needing to end unwanted
pregnancies.
Then there is Dieter Ehrhardt’s new
book, The Family Planning Fiasco: How
the Vatican Subverted Family Planning
in the Developing World (Würzburg:
Copydruck Roth, 2014). Ehrhardt, a
retired official of the German Ministry
for Economic Cooperation and later of
the UN Fund for Population Activities
who has years of experience in the
West Indies and Africa, brings his
informed perspective to this issue. He
praises Catholic theologian Hans Küng
and Catholic officials such as Vatican
demographer Rev. Arthur McCormack,
who defied the Vatican on contraceptives, but he hits the Vatican hard for
its obstinate opposition to progress in
slowing population growth. He cites
Carl Bernstein’s report that with regard
to the 1984 UN Mexico City conference,
“In response to concerns of the Vatican,
the Reagan Administration agreed to
alter its foreign aid program to comply
with the church’s teaching on birth
control.” Bernstein reported in Time
magazine on February 24, 1992, that
Reagan’s top advisers, such as then–
Secretary of State Alexander Haig,
“regarded the US-Vatican relationship
as a holy alliance: the moral force of
the Pope and the teachings of their
church combined with the American
notion of democracy.” It will be recalled
that Reagan pushed Congress in 1984
to approve U.S. diplomatic recognition
of the “Holy See,” the only religious
organization in the world to enjoy that
status. (On February 9, 1984, I testified
at a congressional hearing against diplomatic recognition of the Holy See
[Vatican] on behalf of the Council for
Democratic and Secular Humanism,
Americans for Religious Liberty, the
Unitarian Universalist Association,
the American Ethical Union, and the
American Humanist Association.)

Ehrhardt concurs with Ehrlich,
Tobias, Van den Berg, Mumford, and
countless other experts that human
overpopulation threatens the very
existence of civilization. Important
American and European leaders have
long known this, but it is below the
radar of the media, the politicians, and
the general public.
This brings us to January 2015. As
this column was taking shape, Pope
Francis had just remarked publicly in
Rome that Catholics need not “breed
like rabbits” and that they should practice “responsible parenting.” Yet only a

“. . . While Roe is theoretically
intact, it could nonetheless
become a quaint relic in a legal
museum, thanks to the organization and fanaticism of the
antichoicers and the inadequate
drive and concern of the
pro-choice center and Left.”

few days earlier in Manila, he strongly
defended the Vatican’s 1968 Humanae
Vitae condemnation of contraception,
promulgated by Pope Paul VI in defiance of nearly all of his own advisers.
Francis in effect delivered a slap in the
face to the majority of Filipino Catholics
who support their supreme court’s
recent ruling upholding the reproductive health-care law that provides free
contraceptives to women.
What now? Francis is expected to
come up with a major statement on the
environment by the summer. If he does
not pull back from the Vatican’s medieval, patriarchalist, misogynist opposition to contraception, whatever he
does say will be little more than noise
in the wind.
Finally, let’s note that the authors I
have discussed in this and my previous
column do not mention the objections
to abortion usually thrown up by the
antichoicers—the religious rationale
for their refusal to honor the religious
freedom and rights of conscience of
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all women. Their usual stance is that
fertilized eggs, embryos, and fetuses
are persons. Yet the Bible they purport
to lean on does not condemn abortion and does not support their notion
of personhood at fertilization. Indeed,
the Bible (Genesis 1:27 and 2:7) says
that God created humans “in his own
image” and that humans become persons with their first breath. However
they define “God,” they are not referring to flesh and blood and DNA but
to something else—what we would
usually term consciousness and will. We
know from biology that the cerebral
cortex is not sufficiently developed to

ate biologists, including DNA codiscovpermit consciousness until sometime
erer Francis Crick, and 155 other distinafter twenty-eight to thirty-two weeks
guished biologists.
of gestation. About 90 percent of abortions are performed by thirteen weeks
and over 99 percent by twenty weeks;
the small number past “viability” at
twenty-three to twenty-four weeks are
only for serious medical reasons.
Personhood is not a property of
Edd Doerr is the president of Americans for Religious
embryos and fetuses.
Liberty and a former president of the American
In the late 1980s, Americans
Humanist Association. He is a senior editor of F REE
for Religious Liberty generated an
I NQUIRY; with this issue, his new column, “Doerr’s
amicus curiae brief to the Supreme
Way,” debuts. Formerly called “Church-State Update,”
Court in an abortion rights case
the column has been renamed to reflect Doerr’s
making that very point. The brief
wide-ranging interests and expertise.
was signed by twelve Nobel laure-

Great Minds

A Century of Main Street: The Freethinking
Legacy of Sinclair Lewis Dale DeBakcsy

S

inclair Lewis was the high poet of
squandered redemption, of that
impulse to do better that slowly
runs itself aground on the shoals of
inertia and self-delusion. As a satirical
chronicler of America’s spiritual and
intellectual shortcomings, he was the
successor of Mark Twain, and in many
ways we are still searching for his heir.
A hundred years ago, in 1914, Lewis
published his first novel, Our Mr. Wrenn,
to profound public indifference. Within
two decades, he had won and rejected
the Pulitzer Prize, for Arrowsmith, and
won and accepted America’s first Nobel
Prize for Literature for Main Street. His
impact upon the twentieth century,
and particularly on the development of
American freethought, was profound.
But with the rising of a new generation with very different ideas about
what humanism is and ought to be, his
50
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intellectual legacy has never been more
tenuous. Is Sinclair Lewis destined to be
ultimately cast aside as a bitter white
male secularist of purely destructive
intent, or is there, in the depth of his
art, something even for the new generation, with its rapidly changing set of
priorities and concerns?
Clearly, I think there is. One of the
problems with accurately assessing
Lewis’s legacy, however, is the sheer
seductive ease of his narrative voice.
Because he could so perfectly crawl
inside the mind and idiomatic structures of the ad man, the professional
booster, and the anti-vice campaigner
and produce with electric precision the
tick and blur of a 1920s that would
slow down for no man or idea, it’s
easy to fall into the notion that he was
merely a gifted mimic well suited to his
time, a dialect comedian during an age
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of transition.
And, while listening to the staccato
of Publicity Men or the grotesqueries
of Americans on their European tours
is a good deal of the fun of a Lewis
novel, there is a deep core in each of
his works, a fundamental yearning for
human goodness and intimacy, that
inspired a generation to struggle quietly against the weight of tradition
and create something a bit better, a bit
more tolerant, than it had inherited.
Arrowsmith, his novel about bacteriology and, more basically, about
the steady intrusion of publicity and
profit into scientific research, was so
insistently passionate in its advocacy
of pure curiosity that it inspired Albert
Sabin, the future creator of the live
polio vaccine, to leave his profitable
dentistry studies and risk penury in pursuit of a career in bacteriology.

In the Apple age, when style and
mystical inspiration stand as the twin
pillars in our popular conception of
how science is done, it wouldn’t hurt to
revisit Arrowsmith’s simple appeal for
the romance of drudgery, of the virtue
of getting small things right even if the
results aren’t flashily tweet-worthy or
elegantly packaged.

I

t’s Elmer Gantry, though, that really
divides the ranks. When I mention my
love of Sinclair Lewis to other atheists,
it is often a gateway to deliciously
nerdy shared enthusiasms for Doremus
Jessup or Ann Vickers, but equally often
I am met with, “The guy who wrote
Gantry?” followed by a knowing roll of
the eyes or a pained sucking in of air
through teeth.
The emerging opinion of Elmer
Gantry seems to be that it is a relic
of old atheism, a sneering work that
discounts people’s honest religious
needs in order to deliver a series of
cheap shots about the hypocrisy of
the clergy. And yes, it’s true that the
book is a tour de force of chicanery on
the part of Gantry, the football-starturned-preacher whose rise to fame
lies bestrewn with the innocent victims
of his own lust for adoration and basic
greed. Elmer Gantry is so thoroughly
reprehensible that he almost attains
to charm; but the emotional focus of
the work is on the people around him,
the freethinkers struggling with the
weight of doubt and tradition in a time
when unorthodoxy ruined lives and
the priests trying to liberalize religious
practice in the teeth of Elmer’s carnival-like, headline-grabbing crusades
against capital-v Vice.
One of the side stories that pulses
quietly through the second half of the
novel is that of Frank Shallard, a minister
struggling to reform his small church
while wrestling with his own doubts
about the use of the priesthood and
the moral exemplariness of Jesus. He is
a timid man, not quite strong enough
to contain the doubts that assail him or
courageous enough to genuinely lead
his church where his conscience dictates.
He is morally and intellectually stuck,

and if there is anybody in the history
of literary fiction this side of Flaubert
with a gift for capturing the gnawing
tensions of Stuckness, it is Lewis. Like
George Babbitt’s flight from respectable boosterism, or the attempt of the
prodigal parents to evade their grasping
offspring, Frank resolves to finally speak
the full contents of his troubled mind
and pays a gruesome price for it—a
reminder for us all about how, not so
long ago, the freedom of speech we
now enjoy as a matter of course was the
merest shadow of a dream.
Written in the tempest of American
skepticism’s Silver Age, when Mencken
and Darrow were roaring in defense of
Scopes and Eugene Debs provided the
last serious alternative to the two-party
system that America was to see, Elmer
Gantry crackles with the outrage of
tempered decency under the assault of
a theologico-political machine that fed
its own mammoth hunger for influence
by the persecution of individual frailty.
But it is also a tale of humans seeking
truth in a world that seldom offers
it and of how we fill the insufferable
gaps while waiting for certainty. That
complex world of whole psychological realities crafted from the flotsam
of experience and inference is worth
understanding, and Lewis knew it
instinctively.
Amongst Lewis scholars, the dominant narrative is that, after a succession
of incisive and brilliant novels following
one upon the other, Lewis’s own personal demons caught up with him and
that the latter half of his career, while
still steadily productive, was one of
creeping mediocrity. Main Street (1920),
Babbitt (1922), Arrowsmith (1925),
Elmer Gantry (1927), and Dodsworth
(1929) represent a triumphant roll-call
of literary merit that would be the
pride of any writer’s entire career, to
say nothing of a mere decade of it.
In that ten years, Lewis portrayed the
clawing desperation of rural inertia, the
puffed-up vacuity of the burgeoning
urban go-go-go spirit, the quiet valor
of the research lab, the psycho-political
knots at the heart of American evangelism, and the shame-faced pugnacity of

America’s relationship with Europe.
Few, however, speak up for the
novels of the thirties and forties, with
the possible exception of It Can’t
Happen Here, Lewis’s 1935 book that
saw disturbing parallels between the
first stirrings of European fascism and
the cults of personality emerging in
the American political landscape and
which was among the first to venture an image of what American fascism might look like. But for Gideon
Planish, Bethel Merriday, Ann Vickers,
Kingsblood Royal, The God Seeker,
World So Wide, and a half dozen other
late-career novels besides, few have

“Is Sinclair Lewis destined to be
ultimately cast aside as a bitter
white male secularist of purely
destructive intent, or is there, in
the depth of his art, something
even for the new generation,
with its rapidly changing set of
priorities and concerns?’

a kind word. H. L. Mencken, to whom
Elmer Gantry was dedicated, summed
up the general opinion in his memoirs
when he wrote, “His deterioration was
painfully visible in Ann Vickers, and it
went on progressively. After 1933 I was
happily free of my old chore of book
reviewing, and hence did not have to
write anything about the successors
to Ann Vickers, but I read all of them,
and found all bad. There were, to be
sure, not infrequently flashes of the old
Red, but they were no more than small
raisins in a generally soggy and forbidding cake.”
Richard Lingeman, author of Sinclair
Lewis: Rebel from Main Street, called
The Prodigal Parents “[a] neurotic fantasy . . . a postcrackup attempt to reassemble the fragments of his life” and
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describes The God Seeker as “quilted
from a ragbag of remnants.” Mark
Schorer, author of the standard Sinclair
Lewis: An American Life, put it even
more succinctly when he divided his
book into six main sections, the last two
of which are titled simply “Decline” and
“Fall.”
There’s no doubt that Sinclair Lewis
was a haunted man, a mile-a-minute
talker with deep inferiority issues and
an addiction to alcohol. But his books
came from something deeper still
that weathered his relationships and
his substance abuse far better than
he is given credit for. Lewis remained
Lewis, but the world changed around
him and refused to follow him into his
new enthusiasms. The public that was
energized by satires of glitzy pomp
and evangelical hypocrisy couldn’t be
brought around when Lewis raged
against racism as in Kingsblood Royal,
attempted to portray the personal complexity of abortion as in Ann Vickers, or
chided professional philanthropy as in
Gideon Planish. When Lewis further
started directing his invective against
the pretensions of Left as well as Right,

he lost friends and support, and his
critical to the development of American
books struggled to sell thirty thousand
freethought but whom we have outcopies.
grown from our more advanced and
Put simply, people liked their Lewis
balanced modern perspective. But
beating up big-scale bullies and blowthat is to deny ourselves the chance
hards, and when he stopped doing
of engaging with works that unite
so they stopped reading, which ossian unfailing sense of the structure of
fied Lewis’s reputation as a primarily
ruined intentions with the psychology
snide and destructive writer. But if we
of how humans set themselves against
drop the weight of what critics say and
each other’s happiness.
think about the sum total of his work,
His is a rich, humorous voice from an
there is a beautiful diversity of concerns
age every bit as silly and tragic as our
and vantage points available to us out
own, and if we keep listening, perhaps
beyond his Big Five novels. Just as he
we can avoid the self-destructive
was foundational in the development
chasms that swallowed our Silver Age
of our critical awareness of American
and create for freethought an influreligion and self-assured progress, so
ence immune to faddishness and thus
did he speak to the inequalities of
poised for lasting change.
race, profession, and gender with a
broad understanding of frailty and the
human capacity for self-deception that,
if anything, we’re still catching
up to.
Dale DeBakcsy is the author of Godless Nerdistry: Or
How to Be a Bag of Chemicals and Still Have Fun and
ne hundred years on, it’s
The Illustrated Women in Science: Year One. He is a
easy to perpetuate the steregular contributor to Philosophy Now, American Atheist,
reotype of Lewis as a pathologand Skeptical Inquirer magazines. He is still looking for a
ically drunk, mono-dimensional
good copy of The Man Who Knew Coolidge.
sneerer who might have been

O

An Excerpt from Arrowsmith
In the following excerpt from Sinclair Lewis’s 1925 novel Arrowsmith, Max Gottlieb, a
German-Jewish bacteriologist fiercely devoted to pure science but grown bitter from the
realities of scientific careerism, talks to Martin Arrowsmith, recently arrived at the McGurk
Institute, about the snares and temptations to become a renowned scientist rather than
a good one.—The Editors
“I— Look, Dr. Gottlieb, do you really
think I know enough to work here? I
want terribly to succeed.”
“Succeed? I have heard that word.
It is English? Oh, yes, is a word that
liddle schoolboys use at the University
of Winnemac. It means passing examinations. But there are no examinations
to pass here … Martin, let us be clear.
You know something of laboratory
technique; you have heard about dese
bacilli; you are not a good chemist,
and mathematics—pfui!—most terrible! But you have curiosity and you
are stubborn. You do not accept rules.
Therefore I t’ink you will either make a
52
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very good scientist or a very bad one,
and if you are bad enough, you will be
popular with the rich ladies who rule
this city, New York, and you can gif
lectures for a living or even become,
if you get to be plausible enough, a
college president. So, anyvay, it will be
interesting.”
Half an hour later they were arguing
ferociously, Martin asserting that the
whole world ought to stop warring and
trading and writing and get straightaway into laboratories to observe new
phenomena; Gottlieb insisting that
there were already too many facile
scientists, that the one thing necessary
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was the mathematical analysis (and
often the destruction) of phenomena
already observed. . . .
“To be a scientist—it is not just a
different job, so that a man should
choose between being a scientist and
being an explorer or a bond-salesman
or a physician or a king or a farmer. It is
a tangle of ver-y obscure emotions, like
mysticism, or wanting to write poetry;
it makes its victim all different from the
good normal man. The normal man,
he does not care much what he does
except that he should eat and sleep and
make love. But the scientist is intensely
religious—he is so religious that he will
not accept quarter-truths, because they
are an insult to his faith.
“He wants that everything should be
subject to inexorable laws. He is equal
opposed to the capitalists who t’ink
their silly money-grabbing is a system,

and to liberals who t’ink man is not
a fighting animal; he takes both the
American booster and the European
aristocrat, and he ignores all their blithering. Ignores it! All of it! He hates the
preachers who talk their fables, but he
iss not too kindly to the anthropologists and historians who can only make
guesses, yet they have the nerf to call
themselves scientists! Oh, yes, he is a
man that all nice good-natured people
should naturally hate!
“He speaks no meaner of the ridiculous faith-healers and chiropractors
than he does of the doctors that want
to snatch our science before it is tested
and rush around hoping they heal people, and spoiling all the clues with their
footsteps; and worse than the men
like hogs, worse than the imbeciles
who have not even heard of science,
he hates pseudo-scientists, guess-scientists—like these psycho-analysts; and
worse than those comic dream-scien-

tists he hates the men that are allowed
in a clean kingdom like biology but
know only one text-book and how to
lecture to nincompoops all so popular!
He is the only real revolutionary, the
authentic scientist, because he alone
knows how liddle he knows.
“He must be heartless. He lives in
a cold, clear light. Yet dis is a funny
t’ing: really, in private, he is not cold
nor heartless—so much less cold
than the Professional Optimists. The
world has always been ruled by the
Philanthropists: by the doctors that
want to use therapeutic methods they
do not understand, by the soldiers that
want something to defend their country against, by the preachers that yearn
to make everybody listen to them, by
the kind manufacturers that love their
workers, by the eloquent statesmen
and soft-hearted authors—and see
once what a fine mess of hell they haf
made of the world! Maybe now it is

time for the scientist, who works and
searches and never goes around howling how he loves everybody!
“But once again always remember
that not all men who work at science
are scientists. So few! The rest—secretaries, press-agents, camp-followers!
To be a scientist is like being a Goethe:
it is born in you. Sometimes I t’ink you
have a liddle of it born in you. If you
haf, there is only one t’ing—no there
is two t’ings you must do: work twice
as hard as you can, and keep people
from using you. I will try to protect you
from Success. It is all I can do. So. . . . I
should wish, Martin, that you will be
very happy here. May Koch bless you!”
Excerpt from ARROWSMITH by Sinclair
Lewis. Copyright ©1925 by Houghton Mifflin
Harcourt Publishing Company. Copyright ©
renewed 1952 by Michael Lewis. Reprinted
by permission of Houghton Mifflin Harcourt
Publishing Company. All rights reserved.

Freethought History

Junius Revealed!

A

Ken Cust

243-year-old mystery has been
solved: Thomas Paine was the
author of the Letters of Junius.
Someone wrote sixty-nine letters
that were published in a British newspaper between 1769 and 1772. The
writer signed his name as “Junius,” and
while various commentators have identified twenty-eight different people
as the author of these letters, there
remains no scholarly consensus as to
who Junius may have been.1 Surely
there is no mystery as to why Junius
would want to conceal his identity. To
publish controversial writing, especially
about political and religious matters,
was extremely dangerous in this era.
One would be confronting some of the
most powerful men in one’s country.

Concealing one’s identity by the use
of a pseudonym was common. The
choice of pseudonym generally illustrated one’s knowledge of classical literature; consequently, classical names
were often adopted. In short, writers
of this era took seriously Thomas Gray’s
admonition that “where ignorance is
bliss/’Tis folly to be wise.”
While three other writers have
argued that Junius was actually Thomas
Paine, they did not make their cases
conclusively. Joel Moody, in his 1872
Junius Unmasked: Or Thomas Paine the
Author of the Letters of Junius and the
Declaration of Independence, argued
that Paine was the author of both
works. Moody’s argument that Paine
wrote the Declaration of Independence

was much better received than his case
for Paine as author of Letters of Junius.
In 1890, William Henry Burr published a short pamphlet of thirty-two
pages titled simply Thomas Paine. A
second, revised edition was published
a short time later. The date of publication is unclear, but it was probably published in 1893 for it refers to Moncure
Conway’s Life of Thomas Paine, which
was published in 1892.
In 1917, William H. Graves published
his Junius Finally Discovered. However,
like the two previous authors, his effort
to prove that Paine was the author of
the letters failed to garner scholarly
acceptance.
Some have argued that Sir Philip
Francis was the author of the Junius
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letters. However, the evidence for
Francis being their author was, like the
evidence for Paine, inconclusive. Thus
the author of the Junius letters has
remained unknown until now.
I have discovered conclusive, undeniable, and irrefutable proof that Thomas
Paine authored the Letters of Junius.

Background
The name “Junius” is taken from the
second name of Marcus Junius Brutus;
this is the Brutus who stabbed Caesar in
the heart for being a tyrant. The author
of the Junius letters attempted to do
the same, metaphorically, to the English
monarchy of the time. The letters were
an attempt to dethrone the monar-

“While three other writers have
argued that Junius was actually Thomas Paine, they did not
make their cases conclusively.”

chy by logical argument, by attacking
the concept of hereditary succession.
While there are several similarities
between the styles of the Junius letters
and Thomas Paine’s Common Sense—
as well as similarities in the choice of
words used by both authors—I will only
note that the phrase “common sense”
is used by the author of the Junius letters some twenty-four times.
The Junius letters appeared
between 1769 and 1772. We know that
Thomas Paine left England for America
in 1774, two years after the last of the
Junius letters was published. We also
know that Paine was in London “the
entire winter of 1772-3,”2 “endeavoring to interest members of the House
in the cause of the excise men.”3 Paine
was employed as an excise man—a tax
collector—during the time he lived in
Lewes, which is only fifty-eight miles
54
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from London. In addition, we know
that Paine wrote his Common Sense
near the end of 1775 and published it
at the beginning of January 1776.
While these facts may suggest that
Paine could have been the author of
the Junius letters, they do not prove it.
I will now proceed to offer the conclusive, undeniable, and irrefutable proof
that Paine was, in fact, the author of
the Junius letters.

The Case for Paine
Junius seemingly anticipated that his
identity would never be revealed. He
told his readers, “I am the sole depository of my own secret, and it shall
perish with me.”4 Yet he also wrote, in
a letter to the publisher of the Junius
letters, that “if things take the turn
I expect, you shall know me by my
works.”5 The secret almost did perish
with him, and but for a secret password, it would have.
Thomas Paine evaded the grim
reaper several times; he almost died on
a “typhus-infested ship” during his first
voyage to America in 1774.6 He feared
for his life even before his famous arrest
and imprisonment during the French
Revolution. He tells us, in a letter to
Samuel Adams dated October 31, 1793,
that “My friends were falling as fast as
the guillotine could cut their heads off,
and as I expected, every day, the same
fate, I resolved to begin my work.”7
The “work” referred to in this quotation is part 1 of his The Age of Reason.
Shortly thereafter, on December 28,
1793, Paine was arrested and detained
in Luxembourg prison. In July 1794, he
was sentenced to death by the French
Committee of Public Safety. He narrowly escaped that fate by the most
fortuitous circumstances. Paine tells us
that the door to his cell opened outward; when the jailer marked his door
(indicating that he was scheduled to be
executed), the jailer inadvertently put
the mark on the inside of the door, not
the outside. Thus, when the jailer came
to take those whose doors had been
marked for execution, he failed to see
the mark on the inside of Paine’s door
because the door was closed.
In addition, Paine almost died from
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illness while in prison in Luxembourg,
being confined there from December
28, 1793, to November 4, 1794. Paine
was so ill during the latter part of
his imprisonment that he expected to
die in prison from natural causes. It
was during this time that Paine wrote
part 2 of The Age of Reason. Conway
describes the state of Paine’s physical health after he was released from
prison on November 5, 1794: “He was
found by Monroe more dead than
alive from semi-starvation, cold, and an
abscess contracted in prison, and taken
to the Minister’s own residence. It was
not supposed that he could survive,
and he owed his life to the tender care
of Mr. and Mrs. Monroe.”8
Not only did Paine write the second
part of The Age of Reason while imprisoned in Luxembourg, he also wrote the
words that conclusively prove that he
was the author of the Junius letters.
As mentioned before, Junius had told
his readers, “I am the sole depository
of my own secret, and it shall perish with me.”9 However, Paine, having
escaped death several times and fearing he would die while in prison in
Luxembourg—feeling the injustice of
being wrongfully imprisoned and, to
quote Conway’s words, “with death
still hovering over him”—decided that
his own secret should not perish with
him.
In the Junius letters, “Junius” spells
the word risk in the normal way, in letters 18 and 77. However, he also spells
it in a unique way: r-i-s-q-u-e. The first
occurrence of this unique French spelling occurs in Letter 24. Junius writes, “I
don’t think you run the least risque.”10
The second occurrence is in Letter 33,
where Junius writes, “I will never send
you any thing that I think dangerous,
but the risque is yours, and you must
determine for yourself.”11 This spelling
occurs a third time in Letter 51. Junius
writes: “Their decision is in itself a mere
nullity: the parties are not bound to
submit to it; and if the jury run any
risque of punishment. . . .”12 The editor of the Junius letters, John Mason
Good, notes in a footnote that “This
peculiarity of spelling the word risk, is
the author’s”13—by which he means a

peculiarity of the author of the Junius
letters, that is, Junius himself.
The word risque occurs three times,
indicating that it is not a mistake. Yet it
is such an anomaly that were we to find
it used by another author, one would
be justified in concluding that the two
authors were one and the same.
The second author who used this
unique French spelling of the word
risk is none other than Thomas Paine!
While Junius used this spelling only
three times, Paine used it four times. In
addition, Paine used the correct spelling of the word risk at least twenty
times. When Paine thought he might
die because of his ill health while he
was still in prison in Luxembourg, he
reverted to the use of the French spelling to ensure that his secret would not
perish with him—that he would be
known by his “works.”
All four uses of this spelling occur
in Paine’s “The Memorial to Monroe.”
Paine writes as follows:
After the two proceeding paragraphs you ask—“If it be my wish
that you should embark on this controversy (meaning that of reclaiming
me) and risque the consequences
with respect to myself and the good
understanding subsisting between
the two countries, or without relinquishing any point of right, and
which might be insisted on in case
of extremities, pursue according to
your best judgment and with the
light before you, the object of my
liberation? . . .”14
If they had not some ideas of this
kind would they resist so long the
civil efforts you make for my liberation, or would they attach so much
importance to the imprisonment of
an Individual as to risque (as you say
to me) the good understanding that
exists between the two Countries?15
But as you inform me that you know
what the wishes of the President are,
you will see also that his reputation
is exposed to some risque, admitting
there to be ground for the supposition I have made.16
But as you ask me if it be my wish
that you should embark in this
controversy and risque the consequences with respect to myself, I will
answer this part of the question by
marking out precisely the part I wish
you to take.17

None of the writers who previously
argued that Paine was Junius noticed
this French spelling of the word risk
and not surprisingly so—I nearly missed
it myself, for it does not appear in
either the 1908 edition of Paine’s works
edited by Wheeler or the 1925 edition edited by Van der Weyde. Both
editors regularized the spelling of this
so-very-important word. Conway, in
his “Editor’s Historical Introduction”
to his collection of Paine’s writings,
informs us that “The Memorial is here
printed from the manuscript of Paine
now among the Morrison Papers, in the
British Museum,—no doubt the identical document penned in Luxembourg
prison.”18 In that work, the crucial
change in spelling is to be found.
There is another clue that none of
the previous authors alleging that Paine
was Junius appear to have noticed.
Both the second and third editions of
the Junius letters (published 1812 and
1814, respectively) have on the title
page of each of the three volumes a list
of names, apparently the patrons for
whom the volumes were printed. The
list appears near the bottom of each
title page below the words “Printed
by G. Woodfall.” The names listed are
as follows: “F. C. and J. Rivington; T.
Payne; Wilkie and Robinson; Longman,
Hurst, Rees, Orme, and Brown; Cadell
and Davies; J. Murray; J. Mawman; and
R. Baldwin.” Of the twenty-eight people various alleged to have been the
author of the Junius letters, none of
their names appeared on this list. Or
did one?
The name “T. Payne” stands out conspicuously for a number of reasons.
First, and most important, Paine died in
1809. That is, Paine was dead for four
years, yet the publisher felt obligated
to include Paine’s name in the list of
patrons for whom the volumes had
been printed. Second, the percentage
of people who were literate in England
at this time in history was very small.
Third, in The Biographical Treasury: A
Dictionary of Universal Biography19
there are only two people listed with
the name “Paine” under any spelling:
Thomas Paine and a John Howard
Payne. The latter was an American actor

born in 1792 who did not visit England
until 1812. Since it is very unlikely that
a twenty-year-old American actor coming to England for the first time would
pay for a copy of a three-volume work
about some anonymous letters written
before he was even born, it seems most
unlikely that the “T. Payne” on the title
page would be him. The only likely candidate for the “T. Payne” referred to is
thus Thomas Paine. The only real issue
worthy of argument is: Did Thomas
Paine ever use the spelling of P-a-y-n-e
for his last name? The answer is an
unequivocal yes, as any library search
will verify.

“. . . I will only note that the
phrase ‘common sense’ is used
by the author of the Junius
letters some twenty-four times.”

A more interesting issue to be
addressed is this: Why would Thomas
Paine’s name be on a list of those for
whom the volumes were printed when
Paine died in 1809? I have seen the
title page of the 1772 first edition of
the Junius letters, and there is no list of
names on it. The list of names appears
only in the second and third editions,
printed in 1812 and 1814, respectively. The only plausible explanation
is that Paine had made arrangements
with the publisher prior to his leaving England for America. It should be
noted that Henry Sampson Woodfall
was a co-owner of the newspaper in
which the Junius letters were first published, and he was also the publisher of
the first edition of the Junius letters. His
son, G. Woodfall, published the second
and third editions of this work, presumably at the request of his father, and
when he did so he included “Payne” on
a new list of those for whom the later
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editions were printed.
That Paine’s name was included in
the list is not an anomaly. His name is
also on a comparable list in another,
earlier work, The Pillars of Priestcraft and
Orthodoxy Shaken, published in 1768.
I conclude that the author of the
Junius letters has finally been conclusively identified as Thomas Paine. The
onus probandi—the burden of proof—
has now been shifted to those who
would claim that Paine was not the
author of these letters. To prove Paine
was not the author, one would have to
go through all the relevant eighteenth-century English literature and
find someone else who also used this
secret password. QED—Quad Era
Demonstrata—it is demonstrated:
Thomas Paine was the author of the
Letters of Junius.
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IMAGINE. INVESTIGATE. ILLUMINATE.

IMAGINE. INVESTIGATE. ILLUMINATE.
August 2–8
Camp Seven Hills | Holland, NY
Ages 7–16

There are nearly as many ways to express doubt and disbelief as there are things that
make us doubt and disbelieve. But how do we respond to the mysterious and miraculous,
the incredible and extraordinary? How do we determine whether to believe it or not?
The digital age makes available a barrage of information—information that’s immediately accessible but also murky with mistakes, half-truths, and contradictions. It can be
tricky enough for adults to filter fact from fiction, but it can be even more challenging for
young people. While kids are increasingly tech-savvy, they are also still developing their
unique identities, making the deluge of possible answers to their questions all the more
influential and impactful.
Camp Inquiry doesn’t have all the answers. Believe it or not, Camp Inquiry encourages
youth to believe it . . . or not . . . and then to keep asking, exploring, challenging, expressing, responding, wondering, and working out their own answers by developing their
own powerful reasoning abilities.
For more information visit www.campinquiry.org or call (202) 629-2403 ext. 200.
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To Believe or Not To Believe

OMG. Seriously?!
Get out.
You’re kidding!
For real? No way.

The Faith I Left Behind

Why I Am Not a Primitive Baptist

I

was never very involved with the
Primitive Baptist Church that my parents attended, but out of respect for
them I accompanied them to church
on my rare visits home. A very painful
incident finalized my decision to never
again have anything to do with my
father’s church.
My brother-in-law, a pedophile, had
raped my preteen daughter when he
was visiting me. I confronted him, and
a few minutes later a call came from my
aged father, who had been informed
by the culprit of my accusation and
threat to put him in prison.
“You have a very wayward daughter,” my father said.

Murielle Lange

“But you are turning the victim into
the criminal!” I said.
“I never want to see your face again,”
he said and hung up.
Off and on I had been traveling the
thousand miles from my university to
help my father and ailing mother. A few
months after the rape, I was there again.
My parents were both very insistent that
I go to church with them on Sunday
morning and sit in the very first row.
All through the sermon, the preacher
raved on about bearing false witness,
all the while pointing his finger directly
at me. What hurt the worst was that
my mother was in collusion in this execrable business. I had thought she had

better sense. My father’s part in this
did not surprise me, for he had made
several sexual approaches to underage
girls in the close family. He had also
informed me that I and my university
professors were going to hell.
Both my parents were buried in this
church’s graveyard. At each funeral,
the preachers were very supportive of
the rest of my family, but they totally
ignored me or gave me dark looks as if
I were the devil. This church was as near
to hell as I would ever get.
Murielle Lange lives in New Jersey. She is
now a distinguished professor emerita.

Faith and Reason

American Reformations

N

ear the end of Walden (1854),
the memoir of his famous lakeside spiritual retreat from 1845
to 1847, Henry David Thoreau wrote:
“If a man does not keep pace with his
companions, perhaps it is because he
hears a different drummer. Let him step
to the music which he hears, however
measured or far away.” We may hear
in this oft-quoted metaphor the strains
of that particularly American “music” of
individualism, of which Thoreau and his

Steven Doloff

mentor Ralph Waldo Emerson became
our nation’s most renowned pied pipers—and to which so many citizens still
so ardently march.
Among the great diversity of ideological parades in progress across this
country today, two whose steps contrast most jarringly are the faith-based
Christian fundamentalist belief in the
literal truth of the Bible’s account of
human origins and the science-based
evolutionary account of the same.

While there may be no neutral referees for this etiological dance-off,
there are regularly conducted surveys
of the steppers themselves. The results
never cease to amaze (at least the science-based). A May 2014 Gallup poll
reported that a whopping 42 percent
of American adults believed that God
created humans in their present form.
These numbers have remained relatively stable as we press on with the
twenty-first century, and the reason
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may not be what you think.
One could blame this arguably
“backward” thinking on declining performance in our nation’s elementary
and secondary schools; for whatever it
may be worth, college attendance does
affect these numbers somewhat. But I
suspect Americans’ fervent creationists
are not just collateral damage from a
deficient educational system. Instead, I
think they are the latest manifestation
of a particularly American antiauthoritarianism that reaches back to our
country’s Protestant beginnings.

“. . . Americans’ fervent creationists are not just collateral
damage from a deficient
educational system. . . . They
are the latest manifestation
of a particularly American
antiauthoritarianism that
reaches back to our country’s
Protestant beginnings.”

The early seventeenth-century
Puritans who first colonized New
England abandoned both Catholic
enmity and Protestant sectarianism for
the freedom to practice their fervent
style of Calvinism in the theological
vacuum of the frontier. But a hundred
years later, amidst a prospering colonial society, that same vital Puritan
faith—which had so potently galvanized its early followers to take on a
physical wilderness—had tempered
into a staid, quotidian orthodoxy.
Against it, scholars have argued, rose
the Great Awakening (1730s–1760s).
Like some great national pulse, this
eruptive expansion of heterodox evangelical sects (such as the Baptists and
Methodists) threw off what many
felt to be old Calvinism’s repressive
theological and social authority. The
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Great Awakening emotionally affirmed
for the poor, black, and newly immigrant classes filling its revivalist tents
their incorporation into the American
enterprise through a shared resistance
to Calvinism’s institutionalized sovereignty. Far from being unique, the
Great Awakening was one example of
an antiauthoritarian reflex that recurs
so reliably that we may speak of a
perennial American need to revitalize
motives and modes of social identity
through a self-justifying contrarian zeal.
It was in the 1820s and 30s that
another wave of revivalism swept
across antebellum America. Historians
dubbed it, predictably enough, the
Second Great Awakening. This evangelical groundswell was, in major part,
a reaction against another politically
institutionalized theology, that of
“deism,” a deliberately subdued style of
Protestantism driven by Enlightenment
discourse and popular among
America’s ascendant urban commercial classes. America’s founding fathers,
including Washington, Jefferson, and
Franklin, were deists. Deism prioritized
an exclusive reliance upon reason to
know God and his universe of natural
(scientific) law. It deliberately de-emphasized religious fervor to foster a
more cosmopolitan social sensibility
better suited to an increasingly dense
and heterogeneous population. Deism
let America get on with business without running aground on the shoals of
sectarian conflict.
The Second Great Awakening did
nothing to resist the country’s growing mercantile momentum. Rather, it
provided, again, a religiously charged
mindset by which lower social and
commercial classes could feel personal
validation within the socioeconomic
system as it was. While early nineteenth-century evangelists exhorted
such virtues as self-discipline and temperance to prepare workers for their
more regimented participation in the
new industrial economy, they were at
the same time revivifying for them the
experience of psychic emancipation
in the congregation-centered fervor
of divine revelation. The antirationalist revivalism of the Second Great
Awakening served, once again, both
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socially accommodating and spiritually
contrarian libertarian needs.

S

o here we are today, virtually in the
age of the Jetsons and a universe of
exploding technologies whose spectacular performance proves the truth of
the scientific principles from which they
flow. And yet, in this same age, millions
of Americans—regardless of how much
Bluetooth, fiber-optic, nano-, chemo-,
or biotechnology they take advantage
of—on the question of evolution go
with the contra-rational, antiscientific
view of Christian human exceptionalism.
How can this be?
For some time now, science has
served as the reigning belief system
of Western culture regarding how the
world works on both the macro and
micro levels. Besides its cornucopia of
material benefits, an additional appeal
is its universality. It privileges no one
by its laws; nor does it exclude anyone
from its domain. But this inclusivity is
also supremely impersonal.
And in science’s dispassionate universality lie the seeds of revolt—or as
we may now see it, that persistent
American reformist trope against the
entrenchment of any ideology that
loses its power to stir the irrational
depths of the heart to fresh prospects
of personal renewal. The scientifically
mechanized cosmos, for all its utilitarian possibilities, does not care if any
individual life or any life at all exists.
Evolution merely presides over biologically categorical change but posits no
moral individual worth or destiny.
Creationism and its axiomatic
Creator, on the other hand, covenant
personal value and the fulfillment,
however inchoate, of the individual
heart. They declare purpose to all
human experience—something about
which science-based, impersonal evolution remains icily silent.
The original Protestant Reformation
abandoned what it considered
Catholicism’s attenuated spiritual carapace for a fresh vein of devotional enthusiasm. The followers of the First and
Second Great Awakenings, likewise,
rejected enervated Protestant orthodoxies for the same electrical reconnection to a sense of divine promise.

And so too may the institutionalized
piety of even modern science precipitate revolt—because, for better or for
worse, revolt invigorates.
If all this sounds like so much fuzzy,
sociological impressionism, well, maybe
it is. But might there not also be, lurking amidst the fuzz, just a grain of (not
strictly scientific) truth as well, about
a peculiar American-exceptionalist
gestalt? “The heart has its reasons,”
claimed Pascal, “of which reason knows
nothing.” And perhaps those myste-

rious reasons, as discharged through
American (irrational) contrarianism,
portend not simply recidivistic cultural
decay but (and without gilding them
with any facile romantic or Neitzschean
virtue) some as yet unrecognized (and
even) evolutionary function.
Ralph Waldo Emerson once said of
the perpetual fluidity of human consciousness that every thought was a
“prison” and that a heartfelt, openended guess was somehow more gratifying than a logically constraining fact.

Anyway, that’s the music he stepped to
a century and a half ago, and so still do
a lot of Americans today.

Steven Doloff is professor of humanities
and media studies at the Pratt Institute.
His writings on culture and education have
appeared in the New York Times, the
Washington Post, the Chronicle of Higher
Education, and F ree I nquiry .

Global Humanism

The Virus of Faith

Avijit Roy

Religion, a medieval form of unreason,
when combined with modern weaponry
becomes a real threat to our freedoms.
—Salman Rushdie

O

n January 7, 2015, the world witnessed a tragic atrocity committed
by soldiers of the so-called religion
of peace when two masked Islamists
armed with assault rifles entered the
offices of Charlie Hebdo (a French satirical weekly newspaper) and killed twelve
people, including two police officers,
three cartoonists, and seven journalists. The gunmen were heard shouting
“Allahu Akbar” (“God is great” in Arabic)
and “We have avenged the Prophet
Muhammad.” A mere three weeks
before, on December 16, 2014, nine
gunmen affiliated with the Pakistani
Taliban conducted a terrorist attack
in Peshawar, Pakistan. They entered a
school, opened fire, and killed 145 people, 132 of whom were schoolchildren.
To me, such religious extremism is
like a highly contagious virus. My own

recent experiences in this regard verify
the horrific reality that such religious
extremism is a “virus of faith.”
It all started with a book. A national
book fair (popularly known as the
Ekushey Book Fair) is held every
February in Bangladesh. Newly published books are displayed in more than
five hundred stalls. Literally thousands
of people come to the fair every day
and enjoy buying new books. Publishers
start preparing for this event quite early
as they try to get their books ready for
the frenzy of the fair. One of my recent
publishers, Jagriti Prakashani, timed the
publication of my book Biswasher Virus
(Bengali for The Virus of Faith) to coincide with the book fair of 2014.
As soon as the book was released, it
rose to the top of the fair’s best-seller
list. At the same time, it hit the cranial
nerve of Islamic fundamentalists. The
death threats started flowing to my
e-mail inbox on a regular basis. I suddenly found myself a target of militant
Islamists and terrorists. A well-known

extremist by the name of Farabi Shafiur
Rahman openly issued death threats
to me through his numerous Facebook
statuses. In one widely circulated status, Rahman wrote, “Avijit Roy lives in
America and so, it is not possible to kill
him right now. But he will be murdered
when he comes back.”
Let’s put Rahman aside for a moment

“. . . Religious extremism is like
a highly contagious virus.”

as I provide readers with a bit of background about the book. I knew there
was a growing demand for Biswasher
Virus long before it appeared in the
market. It started when I wrote a few
blogs on this particular topic on MuktoMona (a website of freethinkers of
mainly Bengali descent). Due to faithbased politics, a lot had happened in
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Bangladesh in the year before, some
of which I attempted to cover in my
writings. When several bloggers were
put behind bars for being openly atheist, I published articles including one in
Free Inquiry (“Freethought Under Attack
in Bangladesh,” October/November
2013). I also covered other incidents surrounding the Shahbag Movement, such
as an incident in which atheist bloggers
including Ahmed Rajib Haider and Asif
Mohiuddin were brutally attacked by
fundamentalists. Mohiuddin was seriously wounded but luckily survived a
murder attempt in Dhaka on January
14, 2014; on the other hand, Haider
was found hacked to death there a
month later. I found a commonality in
these writings: the virus of faith was
the weapon that made these atrocities
possible.
Another interesting case concerns

“I suddenly found myself a
target of militant Islamists
and terrorists.”

Quazi Mohammad Rezwanul Ahsan
Nafis, a Bengali student who came to
the United States on a student visa in
order to wage Islamic jihad. Nafis was
arrested in 2012 by the U.S. Federal
Bureau of Investigation in a sting operation after attempting to set off a fake
car bomb outside the Federal Reserve
building in Manhattan. He was eventually sentenced to thirty years in prison
after pleading guilty to terrorism. In
my book, I tried to analyze how an
afterlife-obsessed, terrorist brain such
as Nafis’s could put our civilization in
immense danger. Nafis’s deep faith in
a holy text and his belief in afterlife
rewards led to pursue his jihadi mission
against the “infidels”; this can easily be
compared to the action of a virus.
Faith-based terrorisms are nothing
but viruses—if allowed to spread, they
will wreak havoc on society in epidemic
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proportions. On September 11, 2001,
Americans experienced a horrific atrocity in their own land that killed almost
three thousand people and caused at
least $10 billion in property and infrastructure damage. It was, of course, the
virus of religion that had persuaded
Mohamed Atta and eighteen others
that perpetrating this bloodbath was
not just a moral act but also a sacred
duty. In the Charlie Hebdo attack, the
Kouachi brothers killed twelve people
and injured several others in the name
of Allah and their prophet.
The cases of the Kouachi brothers,
Nafis, and Atta are not isolated manifestations of the religion virus. Rev. Michael
Bray, the American minister who was
convicted of a series of abortion clinic
attacks in the eighties, used biblical
verses to defend his acts of terrorism.
In 1992, Hindu fanatics destroyed Babri
Masjid, one of the largest and oldest
mosques in Uttar Pradesh of India,
based on a religious myth called “Ram
Janmabhoomi.” The incident ignited
riots in India and neighboring countries.
As I am writing this article, ISIS—one of
the most infamous extremist groups—
continues torturing minorities and
beheading people in the name of Allah.
Boko Haram, a terrorist organization in
Nigeria, is not only forcing women and
girls into prostitution but also massacring thousands of people mercilessly in
the name of God. These are only a few
examples of the viruses of faiths, and
they’re happening all around us.

I

don’t claim to have come up with any
new or novel concept in Biswasher
Virus. Those who are familiar with
Richard Dawkins’s revolutionary idea
of the meme (introduced in his 1976
magnum opus The Selfish Gene) are
acquainted with the viral metaphor
for religious ideas. Based on this idea,
numerous authors have suggested the
religion memeplex can behave like
a “biological virus” acting in a living
organism. Computer scientist Craig
James (author of The Religion Virus) and
psychologist Darrel W. Ray (author of
The God Virus) independently proposed
that the “religion meme” can be viewed
as a virus. Philosopher Daniel C. Dennett
(author of Breaking the Spell) suggested
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that religions display behavioral control
over people in much the same way that
parasites invade organisms. For example, the rabies virus infects very specific
neurons in the brain of a mammalian
host, later inducing the host to bite
or otherwise attack others. The lancet
fluke (Dicrocoelium dendriticum), a parasite, infects the brains of ants by taking control and driving them to climb
to the top of blades of grass, where
they can be eaten by cows. Another
parasitic hairworm, scientifically known
as Spinochordodes tellinii, infects grasshoppers’ brains in a way that makes
grasshoppers more likely to jump into
water and commit suicide, allowing the
worm to mate.
Don’t we see similar occurrences in
our human society? Take the horrifying
videos of hostage beheadings by ISIS
as an example. Regardless, President
Barack Obama has made it abundantly
clear that the United States is not at war
with Islam. On laying out a strategy for
dealing with ISIS (or, alternatively, ISIL),
Obama declared: “Now, let’s make two
things clear: ISIL is not Islamic. No religion condones the killing of innocents,
and the vast majority of ISIL’s victims
have been Muslim. . . . ISIL is a terrorist
organization, pure and simple.” Obama
also remarked, “ISIL speaks for no religion. Their victims are overwhelmingly
Muslim, and no faith teaches people to
massacre innocents. No just God would
stand for what they did yesterday, and
for what they do every single day.”
Whatever the motivation behind
President Obama’s statements—
whether it is simple strategy or so-called
political correctness—there is very little doubt that ISIS speaks exactly for
Islam. ISIS is what unfolds when the
virus of faith launches into action and
the outbreak becomes an epidemic. The
Quran clearly states, “when ye meet the
unbelievers (in fight), strike off their
heads” (47:4), “smite ye above their
necks” (8:12), and “kill them wherever
you find them” (2:191). According to
the early biography of the Prophet
Muhammad by Ibn Ishaq, Muhammad
himself sanctioned the merciless massacre of the Banu Qurayza, a vanquished
Jewish tribe. Some six hundred to nine
hundred Qurayza men were led on

Muhammad’s orders to the market in
Medina. Trenches were dug, those men
were beheaded with swords, and their
decapitated corpses were buried in the
trenches in presence of Muhammad.
Citing the references to the massacre
in Shahi Bukhari, the Pakistani Taliban
(Tehreek-e-Taliban) considered their
recent killing in Peshawar to be consistent with what Prophet Muhammad
did to his enemies 1,400 years ago. Even
Karen Armstrong—who has become
immensely popular among Muslim apologists for “correcting” Western misconceptions about Islam—was so disgusted
that she compared Muhammad’s massacre to the Nazi atrocities against the
Jews. Saudi Arabia, the birthplace of
holy Islam, still utilizes public beheading as a form of capital punishment
for crimes including apostasy. When a
person is convicted, he or she is taken
to a public square, bound, and forced
to kneel in front of the executioner. The
executioner uses a sword to remove the
criminal’s head from his or her body at
the neck, following Islamic Sharia law.
ISIS is merely following the tradition that its holy prophet established
more than a thousand years ago. We
are familiar with the stories of Daniel
Pearl, Nick Berg, Kim Sun II, and Paul
Johnson, who were captured by the soldiers of Allah and then beheaded. We
witnessed the same unfortunate fate
for American journalists James Foley
and Steven Sotloff, as well as British aid
worker David Haines. ISIS’s cruel way
of killing infidels is indeed sanctioned
by holy texts and Islamic sharia laws.
Biologist Jerry Coyne was absolutely
right in his essay in New Republic: “If
ISIS is not Islamic, then the Inquisition
was not Catholic either.”
It seems as if the American president
has made a vow to avoid criticizing religion at all costs—particularly Islam. Such
an attitude is nothing new. Coming just
after the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, President George W. Bush
famously proclaimed that Islam is a
“religion of peace.” However, rational
scrutiny can show hundreds of verses in
the Qur’an, which, by any standard are
not “peaceful” but inhuman, parochial,
and dangerously viral. For example,
the Qur’an tells believers “not to make

friends with Jews and Christians” (5:51)
but to fight them “until they pay the
Jizya (a penalty tax for the non-Muslims
living under Islamic rule) with willing
submission, and feel themselves subdued” (9:29); to “kill the disbelievers
wherever we find them” (2:191); to
“murder them and treat them harshly”
(9:123); to “fight and slay the non-believers, seize them, beleaguer them, and
lie in wait for them in every stratagem” (9:5); to “fight the unbelievers
until no other religion except Islam is
left” (2:193); and so on. Such teachings
can easily incite hatred and violence in
the mind of a fanatical believer. Just as a
parasite can hijack the brain of a grasshopper to promote suicidal behavior,
certain texts of a holy book can influence a terrorist’s mind—as seen in the
cases of Nafis and Atta—into pursuing
hugely destructive works through an
insane sacrifice of the host’s life.

cartoon controversy) bearing banners
that read, “Behead those who say Islam
is a violent religion.” The phrase “religion of peace” gives me a belly laugh
nowadays, and the association of Islam’s
followers with terrorism never surprises
me. It has been revealed that Rahman
is linked to the radical Islamist party,
Jamaat-e-Islami, and a terrorist organization, Hizbut Tahrir. Last year, Rahman
threatened to kill a Muslim cleric who
officiated at the funeral of Ahmed Rajib
Haider (the aforementioned freethinker
who was hacked to death). Under tremendous public pressure, Rahman was
arrested, but to everyone’s surprise, he
was granted bail within few months.
Since then, he has continued to threaten
many progressives in Bangladesh, while
no official action has been taken against
him.
The story doesn’t end there. Rahman
also sent a death threat to Rokomari.

O

f course I know that most Muslims
are not terrorists; they are peaceful.
The reason is that they do not follow the
Qur’an literally. As Taner Edis (author
of An Illusion of Harmony: Science and
Religion in Islam) pointed out in one of
his essays, “Ordinary Muslims depend
heavily on local religious scholars, Sufi
orders and similar brotherhoods. . . .
They hold Quran sacred, but their
understanding of what Islam demands
comes through local religious culture.”
Moderate Muslims are, however, quite
happy with descriptions such as “religion of peace”; they are similar to rhetoric from seasoned politicians. Osama Bin
Laden, Anwar al‑Awlaki, the Kouachis
and Coulibaly, Nidal Hasan, al-Qaeda,
and ISIS—all of whom follow the scripture literally—are deemed responsible
for mass destruction while their cherished dogma remains unquestioned.
Those who wish to be factually correct
rather than politically correct may be
outcast or even physically threatened.
This is exactly what happened to
me. Rahman, the known cyber-terrorist
of Bangladesh, issued laughably ironic
death threats for my writing of Biswasher
Virus. I found there was no difference
between them and the “peaceful”
Muslim demonstrators in Britain who
were photographed (after the Dutch

“Whatever the motivation
behind President Obama’s statements—whether it is simple
strategy or so-called political
correctness—there is very little
doubt that ISIS speaks
exactly for Islam.”

com (Bangladesh’s first online bookstore) and ordered the site to stop selling my books. In his Facebook post,
Rahman published the office address
of Rokomari.com and called upon his
“Islamist friends” to attack the locality.
He also told Mahmudul Hasan Sohagh,
the owner of Rokomari.com, that he
would suffer the same fate as Haider
if he did not comply with Rahman’s
demands. As a result, Rokomari.com
took my books off its list. The news
created a great uproar, and the issue
came to the attention of national and
worldwide media. Prominent online
newspapers in Bangladesh prominently
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featured this story; international sites
and newspapers reported the incident
with due importance. Bangladesh’s government, however, was reluctant to take
any action. Rahman was not arrested,
and Rokomari.com did not apologize for
its wrongdoings.
Regardless, many of my friends,
readers, fans, and well-wishers took the
issue quite seriously. Many bloggers and
writers protested by withdrawing their
books from Rokomari.com; others organized a campaign to boycott the company’s products. The situation drew continuous attention in news media, social
media, and other circles devoted to free
speech and freethought. After two days,
Rokomari.com issued a statement on its
Facebook page saying, “Rokomari is an
online bookstore that does not sell or
distribute books that has been banned
by state [sic].” Rokomari.com also mentioned that some groups were trying
to tarnish its image and reputation. I
found Rokomari.com’s statement rather
amusing. It is important to note that
nobody ever went to court to complain
about my book; furthermore, neither
the state nor the government banned
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any of my books. Most of my writings
publication of Biswasher Virus created
grounds for testing the hypothesis of
deal with modern science and philoswhether religious faith can and does act
ophy and include proper references to
as a virus. The aftermath of the Rokomari.
journals, newspapers, and academic
com-Rahman episode and the recent
literature. Nevertheless, Rokomari.com
Peshawar and Charlie Hebdo massacres
withdrew my books from its site solely
proved the hypothesis to be correct. If
based on Rahman’s demand. Rokomari.
one thing is certain, it is that the virus of
com’s actions contradict the statement it
faith is dangerously real.
issued. The site coordinators could have
simply said, “Look, since these books
were not banned by the state, we can’t
withdraw them without a proper investigation.” Or, they could have asked,
“Where exactly is the objectionable
material?” By getting rid
of my books in a mediDr. Avijit Roy was a Bangladeshi-American blogger, published
eval fashion, Rokomari.
author, and prominent defender of the freethought movement in
com failed to conduct
Bangladesh. He was well-known for his writings on his self-founded
business in a professite, Mukto-Mona—an Internet congregation of freethinkers, ratiosional manner.
nalists, skeptics, atheists, and humanists of mainly Bengali and South

D

uring a total solar
eclipse in 1919, Sir
Arthur Eddington’s historical experiment paved
the way to test Einstein’s
theory over classical
Newtonian physics. In a
similar way, I think the
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Asian descent. As an advocate of atheism, science, and metaphysical naturalism, he published eight Bengali books, and many of his
articles have been published in magazines and journals. His last
two books, Obisshahser Dorshon (The Philosophy of Disbelief) and
Biswasher Virus (The Virus of Faith), have been critically well-received and are popular Bengali books on science, skepticism, and
rationalism. At press time, we learned that Dr. Roy was killed and his
wife injured by unknown assailants while visiting Bangladesh.

Reviews

Deadly Serious

Tom Flynn

P

ublished before the Islamic attack
on the office of Charlie Hebdo, this
book takes on even greater relevance in
the massacre’s wake. Author Flemming
Rose is an editor of the Danish tabloid Jyllands-Posten (the Jutlands Post);
famously, it was Rose who commissioned a dozen cartoons, some depicting the prophet Muhammad, that
appeared in the paper in 2005. Months
later, these cartoons triggered a surge
of Muslim rage and violence whose
echoes are still resounding. (Charlie
Hebdo republished the cartoons as
a gesture of solidarity at the height
of the cartoon crisis and published its
own Muhammad cartoons from time
to time thereafter.)
Though there were a dozen JyllandsPosten cartoons, one of them—an arresting image by cartoonist Kurt Westergaard
showing an Arab male who might or
might not have been Muhammad with
a round black bomb in his turban—rose
to iconic status; it is the “one cartoon” of
the book’s subtitle. It was this cartoon
that Free Inquiry columnist Nat Hentoff
(author of the book’s foreword) published in his column in The Village Voice.
It and three other Jyllands-Posten cartoons were published in the April/May
2006 Free Inquiry, the first time any of the
cartoons appeared in a U.S. periodical
with national circulation. Various U.S. and
Canadian booksellers strove to censor
the magazine, with consequences worthy of a Laurel and Hardy sketch.
But for Rose, Westergaard, and others outside the United States, the cartoon
incident brought grave consequences.
Westergaard barely escaped assassination when a Muslim fanatic broke into his
home; Rose remains on al-Qaeda’s “most
wanted” list, a distinction he shared with

The Tyranny of Silence: How One Cartoon Ignited a Global
Debate on the Future of Free Speech, by Flemming Rose, with a
foreword by Nat Hentoff (Washington, D.C.: Cato Institute, 2014,
ISBN 978-939709-42-4) 237 pp. Hardcover, $24.95.

Stéphane “Charb” Charbonnier, the murdered editor of Charlie Hebdo. Across the
world, about two hundred people died
in violence related to the cartoons.
The Tyranny of Silence is Rose’s insider
account of the cartoon crisis, and it is
gripping. He deftly presents the tangled
chain of events and summarizes the principal arguments for and against publishing the cartoons. (Spoiler alert: if he had
it to do again, he would.) Perhaps most
valuable are Rose’s meditations about
a misguided culture of grievance that is
deeply established in Europe and gaining
influence in the United States and which
threatens free speech as generations of
Westerners have known it.
“Doubt is the germ of curiosity and
critical questioning,” Rose writes, “and
its prerequisite is a strong sense of self,
a courage that leaves room for debate.”
Under freedom of speech, every belief
and every group is equally subject to
discussion, criticism, and even satire or
ridicule. No one is exempt, whether on
grounds of privilege or because of the
lack of it. “In a democracy, no one can
claim the exclusive right to tell certain
stories,” Rose writes. “That means, to me,
that Muslims have the right to tell jokes
and critical stories about Jews, while non-

believers can skewer Islam in any way
they wish.” It was because he had seen
Danish institutions censoring themselves
so as not to offend Muslims that Rose
invited twelve cartoonists to defend by
demonstration this vivid principle of free
expression.

“Across the world, about two
hundred people died in violence
related to the cartoons.”

Today we hear it argued that “only
minorities may tell jokes about themselves,” which seems compassionate
enough until we recognize what follows
from it: a denial that universal human
rights are universal. Instead, they are
seen as “a Western invention with no
bearing on and without validity in other
cultures.” Behold the ideological core
of the long-running campaign by the
Organization of the Islamic Conference
to have “defamation of religion” declared
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a crime under international law. (Free
Inquiry’s copublisher, the Center for
Inquiry, has been deeply involved in
resisting initiatives of this character at
the United Nations.) Down this path lies a
tyranny of silence indeed.
In Rose’s telling, the West lost its
way when the fatwa came down against
Salman Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses.
Too many Western intellectuals sided
with the Ayatollah Khomeini instead
of standing foursquare for Rushdie

and freedom of expression. Conflicted
Western responses to the cartoon crisis
showed more of this same dangerous
confusion—did free speech entail genuine freedom to offend, or could that
right be trumped by some groups’ newly
imagined rights not to be offended?
Rose wrote in a guest editorial in Die
Welt, quoted in the book, “What kind of
civilization do we have in Europe if we
are to do without humor and the right to
ridicule terrorists?” Europe seems on the

Toward a Meeting of Moderates

verge of finding out, and America may
not be far behind.
In The Tyranny of Silence, Flemming
Rose poses a question that looms more
urgent than ever after the Charlie Hebdo
massacre: Can a society that willingly
defines away one of its most elementary
freedoms long preserve the freedoms
that remain?

Tom Flynn is the editor of F ree I nquiry .

Wayne L. Trotta

P

hil Ryan’s new book, After the New
Atheist Debate, is an invitation to
move past the vitriol and to open a
dialogue between believers and nonbelievers. He is aware that the so-called
New Atheists mostly are not saying
anything new. However, since they
are the closest things atheism has to
household names, Ryan has, fairly, chosen them as most representative of the
movement as a whole.
Opposite the New Atheists (Richard
Dawkins, Sam Harris, Daniel Dennett,
and Christopher Hitchens), Ryan situates
a pluralistic array of religious apologists
whom he refers to as “defenders.” It’s
an interesting choice of words, because
it seems to highlight what is indeed new
about today’s atheists—which is that we
nonbelievers can no longer be ignored.
Believers can no longer assume that
they can get away with extraordinary
claims without having to defend them.
If the New Atheists have accomplished
nothing else, this alone would be a
game changer.
Ryan is a Christian and, we can
assume, believes that good reasons
exist for believing in God. In this book,
though, he chooses to bypass that issue,
because, as he says, people who actively
disagree on the nature and reality of
God can live happily together, sometimes even in the same household. Of
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After the New Atheist Debate, by Phil Ryan (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 2014, ISBN 978-1-44262687-4) 196 pp. Softcover, $22.95.

course, some nonbelievers may feel
that, when you take the existence of
God off the table, then the question of
God’s existence becomes the elephant
on the table. But Ryan is interested in
fostering dialogue, and with that in
mind, it seems to make sense to forego
a debate over an issue that is likely to
get us nowhere in favor of a potentially
more fruitful discussion of other issues,
such as how we should live together
and what place religion should occupy
in a modern democracy. Ryan believes
that, if we can tolerate differences of
opinion on the nature and reality of
God, we will find that we have much to
talk about.
His approach is a balanced one.
He shares the secularist’s opinion that
people can be good without God, and
he deems it illegitimate to equate the
spread of secularism with moral chaos.
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When Christian apologists—conservative, moderate, or liberal—insist that
only religion can provide a shared foundation for morality, Ryan reminds them
that they themselves have never been
able to agree as to just what constitutes
that foundation.
On the other hand, Ryan faults atheists for being too quick to find a causal
link between religious belief and religious fanaticism and for being unreasonably optimistic about the capacity
of reason alone to ground a compelling and coherent morality. Ryan wonders also whether, in their reverence for
the self-correcting nature of scientific
method, nonbelievers are naively overestimating their own capacity as fallible
human beings to rise above ideology and
to change their views as new evidence
may warrant. Does nonbelief somehow
empower one to throw over the confir-

mation bias and to transcend our inherently self-serving human nature?
He is particularly critical of Daniel
Dennett’s assertion in Breaking the
Spell that atheists are so open-minded
that they welcome “the most intensive and objective examination of their
views.” Ryan wants us to ask whether
this is really what happens. He quotes
Michael Novak to the effect that it
appears from their writings that the
New Atheists have never had any
doubts about the rightness of their
atheism. Maybe so, but that is far from
a fair judgment of all atheists. Many of
us come from the believing community
and have endured some painful struggles on the way to nonbelief. In any
case, I seriously doubt that Ryan wrote
his book thinking that only the religious
would read it. He must have assumed
that at least some nonbelievers would
welcome the challenge. Perhaps he
even supposed that a few of us would
alter some of our opinions, or, at a minimum, would appreciate the invitation
to a civil debate.
To be sure, Ryan is asking good
questions. And yet, I do not read Dan
Dennett as reporting reality so much
as holding up an ideal. I feel pretty
sure that Dennett knows we will almost
always fall short of perfect open-mindedness. That knowledge, however,
should be all the more reason to keep
our eyes on the prize. Who better to
appreciate how difficult it is to change
one’s mind than those for whom the
capacity to do so lies at the heart of their
definition of the good person? For their
part, atheists might fairly ask, as many
have, what is the status of changing
one’s mind within any of the theistic
religious traditions?
Ryan is a professor of political science
at the University of Toronto, and he
wants us to consider that we atheists
may harbor notions about the impact of
beliefs on behavior that are overblown
and too simplistic. In our eagerness to
condemn belief, we may overlook the
fact that behavior has many causes and
that both behavior and beliefs are products of our social context. Ryan is not
denying that beliefs influence behavior,
but he does deny that we should ascribe
to them a primordial status.

Even so, I write this just a few days
after Islamist militants, with Islamic slogans on their lips, slaughtered twelve
innocent journalists for the stated
purpose of avenging their prophet.
Afterward, one of their clerics praised
the killers for doing Allah’s work. When
they offer religious motives for such
behavior, it is difficult not to take these
people at their word. Ryan’s point, however, is that many of the factors that
influence and, indeed, drive our behavior do so in complex yet subtle ways
and may ever remain inaccessible to
conscious awareness. He cites speculation by William James that religion may
not be so much a cause of violence as
a mask that violence sometimes wears.
Ryan’s own position seems to be more
nuanced. Religion, one might say, is less
like a mask than a pair of virtual reality
goggles creating the perception that
one is religiously motivated while filtering out other possible explanations.
Still the question that lurks in the
background is this: If not for their beliefs,
their militant clerics, and their holy book
that declares all infidels and blasphemers to be nothing more than kindling for
the fires of hell, would it not be less likely
that a certain subset of believers would
turn to terrorism?
Ryan does not share the secular
humanist’s confidence that reason and
evidence can provide adequate guidance, much less sustenance, for a moral
existence. It is his opinion that human
beings cannot live without unproven
beliefs. Unfortunately, as justification for
this assertion, he relies on dreary and tiresome old saws such as “You can’t prove
that it is worthwhile to get out of bed on
Monday morning,” and “You can’t prove
that you are in love.”
Now, with the exception of a few
weekends in college, I have decades of
experience with getting out of bed in the
morning and can attest that it is vastly
more worthwhile than the alternative.
Where love is concerned, if you think that
love is nothing more than a feeling, then,
yes, it is too subjective a thing to allow for
independent corroboration. But I would
add that your definition of love would be
childish and limited. I suspect that I am
much like any other FI reader in that most
of what I do, including sacrifices of time,

money, and energy, I do with regard for
the well-being of those I say I love. That
seems something like evidence to me. In
fact, if you want to know if I love my wife,
don’t ask me; ask her. I also notice that
people who say they love others tend
to behave toward those others pretty
much as I do toward those I profess to
love. Doesn’t this represent legitimate
intersubjective evidence? Ryan is right,
of course, when he asserts that, despite
a lack of hard evidence, we maintain a
belief in the equal worth of all human
beings. But it is not as if this belief is
groundless. The historical evidence seems
to indicate that a belief in human equality
fosters opportunities for a more fulfilling
human existence all around.

“. . . Ryan faults atheists for
being too quick to find a causal
link between religious belief
and religious fanaticism and for
being unreasonably optimistic
about the capacity of reason
alone to ground a compelling
and coherent morality.”
One of Ryan’s main goals is to bring
the discussion down to earth. When the
debate “floats along above the social
world,” he says, then a mythical space is
created in which “believers and unbelievers joust for supremacy” while “ignoring
the wide range of normative demands
upon people” that, for the most part,
have little to do with metaphysical matters. It is, of course, not so easy to separate metaphysics from the social world
when there are Islamists and right-wing
American Christians who are actively
working to make their metaphysics the
law of the land. But that is Ryan’s point.
It is not the extremists but the moderates
on both sides who have the potential to
join in dialogue and to do good work
together—work that will very likely
include protecting cherished institutions
and traditions from the encroachments
of religious fanaticism.
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to describe myself concisely. While I do
think his suggestion of “genuist” has
a logical basis, it lacks pizazz and ultimately means “realist.” My suggestion
for a better name for us is “lifer.” While
it obviously is a term for a life sentence
to prison it can, in the right context,
have two meanings. It is a play on the
word for. I did not ask to be born but
am here “for” life. Then I will be gone.
The other is that life is what I am in
favor of and is my main concern—like
being a writer, a sculptor, or a runner. I
am proud to say that I am a lifer.
Vic F. Arnold
Westerly, Rhode Island

I was not impressed by either the term
genuist or Glade Ross’s rationale for
the term’s use. It seems too awkward
and strained. The uninitiated are likely
to think we’re trying to call ourselves
“geniuses” but don’t know how to spell
correctly. We might just as well call ourselves “evidentists” or “factuaries.” And
Polish atheists could call themselves
“factotum poles.” Or perhaps I’m just
being a “genuwhiner.”
Jim Flechtner
Findlay, Ohio

I’d rather call myself a “realist” for many
reasons. Yes, I’m (an) atheist, which
alienates believers and perhaps turns
off others. Even truth is interpreted
falsely, as evidence can be. Morality,
secular, humanist, empirialist, materialist, eupraxophers, brights. None really
work. Neither will genuism.
Ross often uses the term real, and
everyone knows what that means. I
could call myself a “realist” to anyone,
without causing any controversy, hard
feelings, or puzzlement. No explanation needed! Realism! Get real! Please!!!
Jane Tisdale
Tucson, Arizona

First of all, this is not a big deal.
Believers will just have to recognize us as
nonreligious Americans with civil rights,
regardless of what we call ourselves. That
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said, as a leader of several local groups
over the years, I have encountered many
people who have a problem understanding or accepting our more common
names—humanist, atheist, skeptic, naturalist, materialist, and freethinker—for
one reason or another. Unfortunately, I
don’t think Ross’s suggestion of “genuist”
would improve the situation at all. First, it
is probably more accurately “genuinist,”
but both are tongue twisters and probably more difficult to explain than our
current names.
I prefer “humanist” because it is easy
to explain that this is a person who lives
and works to improve human behavior and the world around us. Of course,
a humanist might be religious or not.
“Secular humanist” adds the information
that we are nontheists, but I still find
secular to be unclear or even misunderstood by a good many people. I really
prefer “atheist humanist” as a more accurate and easy-to-understand term. While
atheist has some negative connotations
among believers, it is high time they come
to a better understanding of that word—
and that we be fully “genuine” about
who we are (thanks, Mr. Ross).
Ron Herman
Albuquerque, New Mexico

Rather than creating a neologism such
as genuist or eupraxopher, I propose that
we appropriate the word naturalist and
imbue it with our own specific meaning. Doing so is not without precedent:
witness the term gay, formerly used to
describe a state of happiness and now
accepted as describing a male sexual orientation. (Like Ross, I’d rather not even
address the term bright.)
People who study nature in the field
(e.g., John Muir or James Audubon)
have been characterized as naturalists,
but that usage has diminished in favor
of more accurate descriptions such as
ecologist, field biologist, or ornithologist.
More to the point, there’s already a relevant definition of naturalism in Webster’s
Collegiate Dictionary (eleventh edition):
“a theory denying that an event or object
has a supernatural significance, specifically: the doctrine that scientific laws are
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adequate to account for all phenomena.”
Naturalists, then, would be people who
believe that all phenomena are manifestations of scientific (natural) laws.
Describing ourselves as naturalists
rather than atheists or agnostics would
eliminate the criticism that our designations are negative because they
only address what we don’t believe.
Of course, adopting this “new” term
would make us naturalistic humanists,
since all naturalists would not necessarily be humanists as well. In any case,
I plan to describe myself as a naturalist
or naturalistic humanist from now on.
Dan Davis
Elk Grove, California
For several years I have been in favor of
calling ourselves “realists” because we
only believe in real things. I prefer realist
because its meaning is more evident to
the general public.
The name “atheist” only describes
what we are not: a theist. It’s generally
perceived by our religious friends as a
negative name with negative connotations. The name tends to close their minds
to us before the conversations between
us even begin.
Whenever I want to describe myself
to others, religious or not, I say: “I’m a
realist. In other words, I’m an empiricist,
an atheist, and a humanist.” Notice that I
am not hiding the fact that I’m an atheist;
I just use the name “realist” first.
Stephen Clark
Salt Lake City, Utah
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